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The enemy shows no mercy — and fifty Terrans 
experience the inferno on Panotol ... 
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It is the year 2113 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 years 
have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket ship- 
the prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms, this was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. Of course the men of Sol 
had important assistance to aid their task-if we only consider the Arkonide 
Khrest, the energy being on Wanderer. Atlan, Harno, the Swoons, and 
Pucky the mousebeaver! — yet this task could never have been 
accomplished without the selfless, sacrificing help of all who carried in 
their hearts a longing for the stars. 


The intercosmic void between the galaxies has brought a new threat which 
now confronts all responsible leaders with an almost insurmountable 
problem: how to combat an aggressor whose spaceships are almost 
indestructible? This challenge is met with ROBOTS, BOMBS AND 
MUTANTS. 
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THESE TROOPERS GO WAY OUT FOR A BLAST! 


Perry Rhodan — the First Administrator gambles high on a single play. 
Atlan — the Imperator finds an ancient weapon. 

Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s 2nd-in-command. 

Jefe Claudrin — Commander of the Solar Fleet flagship, THEODORICH. 
Pucky — the mousebeaver doesn’t have time to grow any calluses. 

John Marshall — chief of the Mutant Corps 


Other mutants: Ras Tschubai, Tako Kakuta, Wuriu Sengu, Tama 
Yokida and André Noir 


Other commandos: Norton, Bert Islakker, Ruscher, Jembrowski, Cliff 
Atkins, Dr. Bryant, Driftwood, Hanson, Teschmann and Delivry. 


Reg Thomas — First Officer of the THEODORICH. 

Col. P Fayl — Commander of the ALEXANDER. 

Maj. Elmer Jenkins — Commander of the SAN JOSE. 

Maj. Urzinius — chief of the observation cruiser task force. 

Maj. Slide Nacro — he operates the only weapon of its kind in the galaxy. 


Sergeants Tschick Gallik and Peer Oaliason — crewmen on board the 
THEODORICH. 


Tohobal — an “ersatz” Springer patriarch. 
Berhaan — Akon scientist. 


And lest we forget: the ever-invincible POSBIS! 


PROJECT LIBERATION 


Sgt. Tschick Gallik swung his legs out of his bunk and sat there a moment, 
supporting his head in his hands. Not too long ago he had been merely a 
corporal, but he had been promoted after his combat mission on board the 
Arkonide robot ship, Hat-Lete, where he had held off the Posbis with only 
four men. 


He finally yawned and raised a foot to thump the edge of Sgt. Oaliason’s 
bunk. 


The latter started out of his sleep, blinking in bewilderment, then finally 
narrowed his eyes at Gallik. 


“What’s going on?” he asked grumpily. 
Gallik regarded him reflectively. Oaliason didn’t seem to have a nerve in 
his body, since he could sleep at any opportunity. 


“Mostly nothing,’ he answered. “The THEODORICH is out here in a 
bunch of nothing — there’s nothing but nothing around us. We’re headed for 
nothing, we’re coming from nothing.” Gallik sighed. “I’m just wondering 
what it all means. What the heck is the Chief waiting for?” 


Sgt. Peer Oaliason opened his small footlocker. Without saying a word, he 
produced a large strip of nourishing, bitter-sweet gum which was an import 
from one of the Terran colony planets. With slow deliberation, as if it were 
a ritual with him, he folded and shoved the strip into his mouth. Then with 
a sigh he lay back on his bunk. Gallik watched his companion’s laborious 
chewing in quiet fascination. 


Finally, Oaliason transferred the gum wad to the right side of his mouth, 
which caused his cheek to bulge noticeably. “That’s what I keep asking 
myself, too,” he admitted. 


Oaliason had been a sergeant for a long time, but now that Gallik had been 
promoted to an equal rank a slight rivalry had developed between the two 
men. Naturally, Oaliason felt he had much more experience, but whenever 
he tried to show his superiority Gallik would usually react with derision or 
sarcasm. 


“Well, you know,” Gallik drawled, “with all the clout you’re supposed to 
carry with Control Central, I sort of hoped you’d have an inside track on 


the Chief’s plans.” 


Oaliason returned a bulging grin. “I don’t use my connections for 
snooping,” he countered. 


Gallik shook his head gravely. He had been worrying about their problem 
because after his battle experience with the Posbis he was well aware of 
how ferociously the robots attacked all forms of organic life. “The outlook 
isn’t any too bright,” he said. “The remains of that Springer ship, the 
TOTZTA IX, is right in front of the Posbis’ noses, in case they have any 
noses. That’s why the 2nd planet of the Panot System has become a focal 
point of danger for us.” 


Oaliason yawned indifferently. “So? We’ve long since pulled out of that 
area. Right after Pucky rescued Mahaut Sikhra and his commando team, 
our whole task fleet vamoosed.” 


“That’s right,” Gallik agreed, “but we were only able to destroy just one of 
those 11 fragment ships. The robot crews of the other ten ships will have a 
free hand now to concentrate on the Springer battleship. According to 
Sikhra, the Posbis have already repaired the main hyper-transmitter station. 
It’s amazing that it continues to remain silent.” 


Oaliason changed his gum wad to the other side of his mouth thoughtfully. 
“IT can’t figure why a derelict Springer ship should be any danger to us. 
That thing’s so battered that the Posbis will have a real hassle trying to get 
it to go again.” 

In the past few months, Gallik had formed a habit of analyzing every event 
that occurred. He had made a mental hobby of trying to predict Rhodan’s 
next moves. In this manner his processes of logic had been well developed. 
He did not have to be precisely in the Control Central to know what the top 
staff of the THEODORICH might be planning. On the other hand, Oaliason 
waited in sleepy boredom to receive instructions. Nothing could move him 
to relinquish his rut of serenity. 


“Maybe,” said Gallik pensively, “the Posbis could retrieve Totztal’s 
navigation data from that long ship.” 

Oaliason raised a brow at him. “Now you're starting to give me the 
worries,” he said irritably “What data are you talking about? What could 
the Posbis ever learn from that old wreck?” 

Gallik’s thoughts revolved around a single point of concern. The more he 
pondered over it, the more certain he became that his hunch could be valid. 


“All right, let’s have it!” insisted his companion. 


“The Springer long ships are equipped with positronics. That means they 
also have memory banks matching ours.” Gallik’s voice rose slightly as he 
emphasized this fact. 


“So? What else is new?” 


“The ships of the Galactic Traders go to many planets — very many, in fact. 
All those locations in the galaxy are too many to remember. That’s why 
they keep the data in positronic memory banks, for retrieval when needed.” 


Oaliason revealed an unexpected glimmer of interest now. He even forgot 
to chew his tremendous wad of gum. “That means that the coordinates of a 
jillion systems could be on board the TOTZTA IX,” he said. “If the Posbis 
can understand them, they could locate every planet in the galaxy that 
contains organic life.” 


“That’s right,” said Gallik pointedly. “Every planet — including the Earth!” 


ok 


Inasmuch as Cmdr. Jefe Claudrin had been born on Epsal, a planet with 
twice the gravity of Terra, the Terra-simulated conditions on board the 
THEODORICH enabled him to move his heavy frame about with 
incredible ease. However, his quickness in turning to Perry Rhodan just 
now revealed more than agility — he was troubled. His broad face reflected 
grim concern. 


“We’re losing time, Chief,” he said heatedly. “In the meantime the Posbis 
are having a free hand with the TOTZTA IX.” 


“We have to risk even that, Jefe,” replied Rhodan. “Without adequate 
weapons it’s impossible to go back to Panotol. We wouldn’t have a chance 
against those fragment ships.” 


“Of course, sir,” returned Claudrin bitterly. 


“T think you’d better calm yourself, Jefe,” interjected Bell. “You’re getting 
your nerves in a frazzle. Let’s just wait until Atlan gets here with that 
freighter-load of firecrackers.” 


The “firecrackers” Bell referred to were actually super fusion bombs, each 
with an energy yield of approximately 660 billion tons of TNT. Their 
destructive effect was colossal, being equivalent to the ravening force of an 
average solar prominence. 

Deep in the archives of the Arkonide war planet, Arkon III, very ancient 
programming tapes had been found which had been used for operating the 
Arkonide weapons factories. Atlan’s research into these memory data had 


led to the discovery of a weapon that had been used in the campaigns of 
conquest of 1000 years ago. The ancient Arkonides had utilized the 600- 
gigaton bombs to destroy planets and enemy colonies, but they had since 
been replaced by the Arkon bomb, which unleashed inextinguishable 
atomic fires. 


“T hope the Admiral’s theory is valid,” said Claudrin. “We haven’t yet 
performed a single test to confirm the Arkonide’s data.” 


Rhodan smiled and gave the commander a reassuring pat on the shoulder. 
“Don’t be too pessimistic, Jefe. Atlan’s suggestion seems promising to me 
— to detonate the bombs close to the enemy by using the fictive 
transmitter.” 


Claudrin’s facial expression still revealed skepticism. “So far,” he said, 
“the fictive transmitter has not been able to penetrate the relativity screens 
of the Posbis.” 


“Nor will we try that this time,” replied Rhodan. “We’ll use the transmitter 
to transport the bombs next to the fragment ships, where they will then be 
detonated. 


Such a massive impact is capable of shattering the hyper-structure of the 
relativity screens.” 

“Let’s hope you’re right, sir,” said the Epsalian. 

Bell dismissed the subject with a wave of his hand. “Our biggest danger 
right now,” he said, “is that half-wrecked Springer ship. According to all 
reports from our agents, every Mounder flagship carries positronic data on 
every known planet of the galaxy. I’m thinking the Posbis are plenty sharp 
when it comes to positronics, and they’ll soon be able to map out their 
attack targets.” 


Rhodan knew that his stocky friend was making a realistic evaluation of the 
situation. Their cybernetics expert, Van Moders, even claimed that sooner 
or later the Posbis would start analyzing the knowledge gleaned from all 
their Springer captives. 


Considering all factors, it was a very alarming situation for the Solar 
Empire. A major part of the Solar Fleet and most of the Arkon warships 
were engaged in the task of containing all the uprisings within the former 
Greater Imperium. The allied striking forces of Arkon and Terra were 
deployed all over the galaxy, because they had to attack in different places 
simultaneously. Even without the Posbis and their superior ships, Rhodan 
would have had troubles enough. 


It was not a rosy picture for the Terran position and influence within the 


galaxy. The Administrator saw quite clearly that the struggle to maintain 
that position and influence would have to continue on a daily basis. The 
planet Panotol had to be attacked, to prevent the Posbis from obtaining 
critical information from the Springers. 


Claudrin stared morosely at the panob screen, as if a solution to their 
problem lay out there in the glitter of stars. One of those points of light was 
the sun, Panot, 2118 light years removed from star cluster M-13. 


First Officer Reg Thomas called out: “Shock wave in sector 3 CI-78! A 
single ship has emerged from hyperspace, sir!” 


The flagship’s space tracking system went into operation. On the 
viewscreens appeared a fairly small spherical vessel which approached the 
THEODORICH under a high rate of retropulsion. 


Claudrin was relieved. “Here come our weapons, sir,” he said. Waiting was 
always difficult for the Epsalian because his aggressive character demanded 
continuous action. 


Rhodan requested video contact with the Arkonide spaceship. But he was 
quite unprepared for the impressive face that finally focused into view on 
the screen. “Atlan!” he exclaimed. “I didn’t think you’d be delivering the 
bombs in person!” 


The Imperator’s distinguished features revealed a trace of grim amusement. 
“T can’t entrust such a dangerous cargo to anyone else,” he advised. “It took 
4 weeks for the robot factories to produce 50 super bombs, using the 
automation data from the old program tapes.” The ironic smile became 
more visible. “I'll confess to you, Barbarian, that this has been a pretty 
nervous flight. If any of these weapons had detonated, this ship would have 
been atomic dust by now.” 


Rhodan returned a touch of sarcasm. “Then it should come as a relief to 
you that we’re ready to take that load off your back. We’ve already made 
preparations for your arrival. Cmdr. Claudrin has set up storage 
arrangements for the weapons in the hold.’ When Rhodan noted the 
Epsalian’s questioning stare, he told him to speak up. 

Claudrin came over to him concernedly. With each movement of his 
mighty frame, muscles rippled visibly under his uniform. He stared into the 
screen at Atlan. “Admiral — you mentioned 50 bombs.” 

“That’s right, Commander,” Atlan confirmed. 

Claudrin glanced at Rhodan, who knew what was on his mind. The 
Epsalian was obviously disappointed. “But — only 50 of them!” he said. 
“That means, at maximum efficiency, we could only destroy 50 of those 


cubical ships — that is, if these bombs can actually do them any harm in the 
first place.” 


The Imperator was accustomed to Rhodan’s staff members expressing 
themselves, so he calmly accepted Claudrin’s remarks. “These are not 
ordinary bombs, Commander. Their manufacture requires time and special 
materials. Of course if you’d prefer to wait another 4 weeks, perhaps I 
could furnish an additional 50 weapons, or possibly more.” 


Claudrin shook his massive head, vexed at himself. “It was stupid of me, 
sir,” he confessed. “Naturally, you’ve done everything you could. Now it’s 
up to us to make every shot count.” 


Although Atlan knew Claudrin detested praise, he replied: “Considering 
the excellence of your Terran ships, that should be no problem.” 


Claudrin swallowed hard and looked imploringly at Rhodan. “Uh — you 
two have things to discuss, sir. If you’ll pardon me.” With that he went 
back to his seat. 


“All right then, Imperator,” said Rhodan, “so now we’ll relieve you of 
those bombs.” 


It hardly required 15 minutes to transfer the dangerous cargo to the 
THEODORICH. Atlan had come over in an auxiliary craft so that he could 
personally obtain an overview of the Terrans’ preparations. After the 
gigaton bombs were stored near the transmitter, he returned with Rhodan to 
the Control Central. 


“Well, that’s about it,” said Rhodan with relief. “Now all we have to do is 
to make sure that our plans get results.” 


“IT see you intend to put the matter transmitter in operation,” observed 
Atlan, somewhat puzzled. “Are you planning to use it for freeing the 
Springer captives?” 

“Our friend has a bright head on his shoulders,” chirped Pucky. 


Rhodan explained: “John Marshall and his group will transfer to the new 
State-class cruiser, the SAN JOSE. From there they will make a jump into 
Panotol’s atmosphere — unobserved.” 


“Unobserved, did you say?” Atlan seemed puzzled. “I don’t think the 
Posbis would be so accommodating.” 


Rhodan nodded concernedly. If Project “Liberation” was to be 
consummated successfully, a way must be found to prevent the SAN JOSE 
from being destroyed. The First Administrator believed he had worked out 
a possible plan by which the Posbis’ attention could be distracted from 


Marshall and his companions. He would have to start a space war within 
the Panot System that would completely occupy the Posbis. 


“2000 heavy fighting units of the Solar Fleet are standing by,” he told 
Atlan. “The THEODORICH will take the lead. We’re going to invade the 
Panot System and force the Posbis to fight for their lives. The resulting 
confusion should be enough to enable the mutant commandos to make an 
unobserved landing.” 


The Arkonide pondered this statement intensively for a moment. “A 
landing seems to be feasible then,” he admitted. “But what happens after 
your men have reached the planet’s surface? You know that the Posbis can 
detect any organic life by the characteristic patterns of living cell 
emanations.” 


“We’ve cooked up something new,” interjected Bell. “We’re issuing a new 
type of robot camouflage to the commandos. We won’t be using the old 
kind of steel plate material.” 


Rhodan continued the explanation. “We’ve succeeded in developing an 
elastic steel fabric that enables a man to change himself into a robot, from 
all outward appearances. Naturally, each commando will be carrying an 
individual absorber — the kind developed by the Swoons — so that the 
Posbis will take them for ‘the true life form.’ That means that Marshall’s 
commandos will have a greatly enhanced freedom of movement.” 


Atlan readily perceived the dangers involved in Rhodan’s war plan, but as a 
long-standing friend of the Terrans he knew that the Administrator would 
not leave a stone unturned to free the Springers from their captivity — 
especially before they were forced to surrender critical information. The 
Arkonide considered the planning details carefully to see if he could detect 
any holes in the Terrans’ strategy. 


“Where will you install the receiver of the matter transmitter?” he asked.” 
After all, when the Springers on Panotol go into it, they’Il have to come out 
somewhere.” 

“That’s right,’ Rhodan smiled. “Col. Pfayl will be waiting with the 
ALEXANDER behind the battle lines. A receiver station will be installed 
on board the super warship. That’s how we’ll bring the prisoners quickly 
out of the danger zone.” 

“Don’t you ever forget anything?” asked Atlan with a tinge of irony. 


“Hardly ever,” returned Rhodan calmly. “We can’t afford to. In a situation 
like this, forgetfulness would be the same as suicide.” 


Atlan became serious again. In the past few months his features had 


become haggard, showing deep lines of strain. This was not an indication 
of any aging process but merely a sign of the burdens he was carrying. In 
his disintegrating Imperium he was practically sentenced to the task of 
rushing from one focal point of unrest to the next, in order to somehow 
hold the whole ponderous structure together. 


“What role do you wish me to play in this action?” he asked. 


Rhodan shrugged vaguely as if to say that he didn’t wish to burden his 
friend with new worries. On the other hand, he needed him. “I suggest you 
go back to Arkon and put together a reserve task force. If we get into a tight 
bind, your ships could give us support.” 


“Agreed,” said Atlan. 


A groan from Pucky caused him to turn involuntarily in the mousebeaver’s 
direction. “What’s wrong with the little fellow?” he asked. 


Perry shrugged again. “You know that Pucky likes to take things easy. He 
thinks even the flagship of the Solar Fleet is uncomfortable, and he never 
misses an opportunity to complain about his pains.” 


Pucky’s knobby eyes rolled angrily in their sockets. He pointed to his seat 
and hissed at Atlan.” Just look at this lousy seat, Admiral! I even have 
calluses in certain parts of my anatomy from sitting on these so-called 
marvelous contraptions. You’re darn right I’ve got pains!” 

“We already have calluses on our ears,” put in Bell, “so now we can hardly 
hear his grumblings and naggings anymore.” 

Pucky reared up on his bowed legs and furiously placed his hands on his 
hips. “Aha!” he cried, and puffed his cheeks to fairly whistle his 
indignation. “Grumbling, is it? May I remind you that the service 
regulations give every crew member the right to state his complaints to the 
commander of his ship?” He raised his voice to a shrill pitch. “Jefe! I wish 
somebody would finally do something, once and for all, to improve the 
comfort of mousebeavers on board the flagship!” 

Claudrin looked at him pensively. 

Bell whispered to Atlan: “He’s only putting on this show because you’ re on 
board. He hopes to get your sympathy.” 

“Perhaps you have a suggestion?” asked the Epsalian, addressing Pucky. 
The mousebeaver became more conciliatory. “Now that sounds a little 
better,” he lisped. “Suggestions, eth?” He began feverishly to think of one. 
“Perhaps they ought to provide you with a cushion,” suggested Atlan. 


“You mean a pillow? No, the ordinary troops have those in every cabin.” 


Pucky shook his head decisively. “I'd like to be issued a double-thick 
feather quilt.” 


“A feather quilt?” Claudrin was amazed. 
“A double one, of course,” added Pucky confidently. 
“Well, Pll just have to provide you with one,” said Claudrin resoundingly. 


For a moment, Pucky was speechless. Then he waddled over to Claudrin 
and sought with his little paws to shake the commander’s mighty hand. “Oh 
I’m so grateful to you, Jefe,” he said, deeply moved. 


“You know Id give the shirt off my back for the crew,” said Claudrin, 
somewhat defensively. Then he turned to Bell. “By the way, how long 
would it take for such an item to come through supply channels in this 
man’s fleet?” 


“12 years and 3 months,” replied Bell concisely.” Give or take a month or 
so.” “You hypocrites!” Pucky shrilled. “You fed happy thoughts into my 
innocent head so that you could then brutally destroy them!” 


“But think of it this way,” said Atlan. “You have 12 whole years to 
anticipate your joy.” 
“Give or take even a month or two,” added Bell. 


It seemed for a moment that Pucky was ready to choke, but then he got 
control of himself and returned to his seat, all the while muttering things 
that sounded very uncomplimentary. 


Rhodan suppressed a smile and placed a hand on Atlan’s shoulder. “From 
here on we’re going to have little time for joking,” he said. 


Atlan nodded. “I'll return to my ship now so that I can get back to Arkon 
and put a fleet task force together. But if you really pull us into the fray, 
don’t expect a miracle.” 


“Being assured of having a good friend often helps more than any 
reinforcements,” Rhodan replied. 


They shook hands, and Atlan said goodbye to the staff in the Control 
Central. Pucky abandoned his pose of being offended long enough to grant 
his Arkonide friend a parting grin. 


When the small auxiliary craft took off, Rhodan firmed himself to his task. 
Now Project Liberation could get under way. He turned to the telepath, 
John Marshall. “John, call your people together. You and your group will 
transfer to the SAN JOSE. You know the sequence of events. We’ve 
discussed them often enough.” 


The grave, quiet man who headed the Mutant Corps nodded to his friend 


and beckoned to the mutants who were present in the Control Central. “To 
the hangar,” he said. “The rest of the commandos are waiting for us.” 


Rhodan waited until they had left the Control Central, with Marshall 
bringing up the rear. As he watched them go, a deep feeling of fellowship 
welled up within him. Without these reliable companions he could not have 
built up the Solar Empire; without them he would have been nothing. They 
were willing to stake their lives on what they were doing, having 
relinquished a peaceful, safe existence somewhere on Earth. All he could 
give them in return was his friendship. 


Noting Claudrin’s expectant look, he gave him an order. “Make contact 
with Maj. Jenkins. Tell him that Marshall and his team will come aboard 
with him in a few minutes.” 


“Jenkins seems a bit nervous, Chief,” Claudrin cautioned him. “I hope he’s 
going to work out.” 


“He’s still fairly young,” Rhodan reminded him. “Now suddenly his ship is 
the focal point of important action. That would make any young officer 
nervous.” 


Claudrin recalled the time when he was still an officer candidate. Now he 
was commander of the Solar Fleet flagship. Of course Rhodan was right. 
He realized that somewhere along the line he himself had lost contact. It 
was no longer so easy for him to revert to the thinking processes and 
emotions of the young officer he had been at the start of his career. For 
Rhodan this did not seem to be a problem. Without envy, Claudrin had to 
admit that the Administrator understood them all. 


He instructed Maj. Jenkins and waited for further orders. 


On the panoramic viewscreen, 2000 metallic spheres came into visibility. 
They were poised in close formation behind the THEODORICH. It was an 
imposing picture. Out there the crews throughout the fleet were getting 
ready for the battle with the fragment ships of the Posbis. The Earth had 
mobilized another mighty striking force. 


“Send out a message, Jefe,’ Rhodan ordered. “General orders to all 
commanders of this task force. In exactly half an hour, we will begin 
acceleration and lay course for the Panot System. Make sure that every 
single crewman is thoroughly briefed on the battle plan.” 


First Officer Thomas stepped up to Rhodan. He indicated the space tracking 
screens. The Terran warships stood out on the rasters like strings of pearls. 
“This time we will beat them, sir,” he said. His eyes glistened almost 
feverishly. 


“T can only hope that you’re right, Thomas,” Rhodan answered. 

He wished it with every fiber of his being — for Terra. Because if his 
expectations were shattered now, Terra would be in graver peril than at any 
time since its beginning. 


2. 
THE BATTLE OF PANOTOL 


Perry Rhodan had stationed a number of swift observation cruisers in the 
Panot System, whose task was to follow every movement of the enemy. 
The commanders of these small vessels had been ordered to avoid any 
contact with the Posbis. They were simply to determine whether any 
additional fragment ships had arrived on Panotol. 


When Rhodan penetrated the system with the THEODORICH leading the 
Terran fleet formation, he made contact with the observer ships. He wanted 
to be precisely informed of the enemy’s strength before he started his 
attack. Maj. Urzinius, the chief commander of the observation force, 
responded immediately to the THEODORICH’s call. As he looked from the 
viewscreen at Rhodan and his officers, the expression on his lean face was 
unusually grave. 


At first, Rhodan misinterpreted the officer’s apparent dejection. “Major, 
have you been under attack?” he asked. “Have the Posbis shot down any of 
the observation ships?” 


Then came the shock. “No sir,” the major answered, struggling as if to find 
words. “That isn’t the difficulty, but — sir, more of the fragment ships have 
arrived!” 


Out of a sudden stillness in the Control Center, Rhodan seemed to hear 
himself speaking somewhere. “How many?” 


When the answer came, he fought to conceal his inner reactions. Inwardly 
he had constantly feared that some error might show up in his planning, but 
he had never thought that the Posbis would concentrate so many ships in 
one place. 


“But sir, you’re not going to abandon the mission, are you?” asked 
Claudrin. 


Rhodan realized that the commander had guessed his thoughts. Before he 
could answer, however, Bell interrupted. 


“If we start running from the Posbis,” he shouted, “we’ll never stop. So 
what!? — we’re up against 60 ships now, but we don’t know if tomorrow 
they’ll show up with 100 more.” Bell shook his head vehemently. “No, 
Perry, a retreat now could only worsen our position!” 


“T think you’re right,” Rhodan replied pensively. “We’ll have to accept the 
added factor of risk.” 


During the next few minutes, Perry Rhodan conferred briefly with the 
commanders of the fleet task force. He emphasized particularly the 
reinforcements the Posbis had received on Panotol. “Nevertheless, we will 
attempt to carry through with Project Liberation,’ he concluded. “Our 
battle tactics will concentrate on swift attacks which will leave the Posbis 
little opportunity to use their transformation guns.” 


For the last time, Rhodan made sure that the men on board the SAN JOSE 
were ready. He also hailed the ALEXANDER and issued strict orders to 
Col. Pfayl that he was not to engage in the battle under any circumstance. 
With that, the last precautions had been taken care of. 


Rhodan raised his eyes to the giant panob screen, and then his lips uttered 
the crucial command: “This is it, Jefe! We head for Panotol.” 


2000 ships hurtled toward the Mars-sized orb, which was the most 
dangerous planet in the galaxy. In 2000 ships the commanders issued final 
orders to their fire-control centers. Nothing seemed capable of stopping this 
formidable armada of super warships. 


But when the first Terran contingents emerged from the libration zone, the 
Posbis reacted with unexpected swiftness. A part of their forces rose up 
immediately. 

Van Moders was in the Control Central of the THEODORICH at the time. 
“They are learning faster than ever to adjust to our behavior patterns,” he 
observed. “Another proof of my hypertronic linkage theory.” 


Four heavy cruisers of the fleet penetrated the thin atmosphere of Panotol 
and closed in on one of the rising Posbi ships. The first raybeams from the 
ultra-powered impulse cannons blazed into action — but the relativity screen 
of the fragment ship held up effortlessly under the concentrated fire. And 
still more Posbi ships rose up to counter the onslaught. 


“It looks as if they’ve cleared out of every spaceport, sir,’ said Reg 
Thomas. 


The THEODORICH broke through from semi-space into the normal 
universe and shot toward the planet on an almost tangential course. Now 
the Terran ships were coming into contact with the enemy everywhere. The 
preliminary skirmishes moved out of the upper atmospheric strata into open 
space and increased in intensity. Within 10 minutes, 300 Terra ships were 
so badly hit that they were forced to retreat. However, not one of the 
fragment ships had been destroyed as yet or even damaged. 


While Rhodan observed this action, Van Moders commented: “Sir, we’re 
suffering terrible losses!” 


The THEODORICH came into firing range of the first Posbi ship. Rhodan’s 
tense bearing relaxed somewhat as he brought the microphone to his lips. 


“Transmitter ready?” came his question. 


Maj. Nacro was in charge of operating the fictive transmitter, but the Posbis 
struck before he could answer. Although the flagship’s defense screens had 
been considered to be impenetrable, they trembled heavily under the 
impact. The generators shrieked as the absorbers took up the massive shock 
of excessive energy. 


“Tf we fail now —” thought Rhodan as if in a trance. 


He heard the metallic ring of Nacro’s voice. “All ready and standing by, 
sir!” 

As the THEODORICH fairly reeled under a second impact, Claudrin hissed 
through his teeth in suppressed rage. Rhodan tensed, waiting for the right 
moment. 


“Now!” he shouted. 


In the same instant, Maj. Nacro pressed the release button of the 
transmitter, his face flushed with excitement. For a fraction of a second the 
super bomb was visible in the sender cage, then it vanished. 


The men in the Control Central could not see the mighty weapon’s 
materialization in front of the Posbi ship because of the distance involved, 
but its effect was unmistakable. When the gigaton bomb exploded almost 
against the enemy’s relativity screen, the huge fragment ship was ripped 
asunder in an almost instantaneous flash, generating a second atomic 
sunburst next to that of the bomb itself. Flying debris scattered in all 
directions. Fragments catapulted toward the planet shot downward through 
the atmosphere like fire-streaming meteorites. 


The THEODORICH almost flew into the blinding mass of atomic 
disruption, because Claudrin’s eyes were momentarily fixed in fascination 
on the display. The colossal energy discharges from the scene of 
destruction shot the flagship’s indicators into the red on every dial. At the 
last moment, the 1500-meter sphere of the super warship veered above the 
glowing chaos and swept back into outer space. 


Only then did the crew break out into a shout of triumph. Van Moders 
rubbed the back of his powerful neck with both hands. He knew that the 
other Posbis had probably noted the occurrence at the instant it happened. 


They would immediately take new counter-measures, which he could only 
hope would be delayed long enough to give the THEODORICH a chance 
for survival. 


“Atlan scored on that one,” observed Bell dryly. “The bombs are going to 
pay off.” 

“It’s unfortunate that we only have one fictive transmitter,” said Rhodan. 
He pointed to the panob screen where the Terran formation of warships 
was scattering out more and more. “While we were taking care of a single 
Posbi unit, at least 200 of our own ships had to run for it.” 


Reg Thomas cried out a warning, “Enemy vessel in sector 30, red!” 
“Now they’re starting to take-an interest in us,” said Claudrin calmly. 


Two more cubical ships joined the other approaching enemy. Rhodan 
gripped the microphone with firm determination. After the encounter with 
the first fragment ship, every man on board the THEODORICH responded 
with automatic precision. The flagship literally bored its way through an 
atomic hurricane that the enemy unleashed against it. Under Nacro’s 
careful aim, two of the fragment vessels were snuffed out, but the third shot 
missed its mark. For a brief moment, the THEODORICH had to retreat into 
the libration zone to escape the furious attack of the third Posbi ship. 


During this period, Claudrin had become as unyielding as ice. He gave his 
men no pause, exhorting them to unrelenting action. The THEODORICH 
emerged in close proximity to 7 desperately fighting heavy cruisers. One of 
the Terran ships was so badly damaged that it could no longer escape into 
semi-space, but it’s still operative gun turrets spewed out impulse beams 
against the fragment vessels. Then an enemy transformation shot struck 
home, splitting the Terran ship in two. A cloud of lifeboats swarmed like 
insects from the wreckage and made a hasty retreat. 


“Fire, Major!” Rhodan heard himself shout. 


Another fragment ship exploded. Two of the Terran cruisers had time to 
pick up the lifeboats. The larger Terran formations had separated into 
countless small groups, which were forced to battle independently of one 
another. Rhodan could not be everywhere simultaneously, so that within a 
short time little more than half of the attack fleet was still capable of action. 


Rhodan had to give continuous orders to retreat, in order to force his overly 
heroic commanders to withdraw from the area of conflict. The mission was 
to be carried out with a minimum of human casualties, but the material 
losses had already become incalculable. With a quick glance at the 
chronometer, the Administrator determined that they had only been 


engaged in battle for a few minutes so far. 


“Somehow we have to lure them away from Panotol, Perry,” called 
Reginald Bell. “As long as they’re so close to the planet, Jenkins won’t be 
able to sneak the SAN JOSE into the atmosphere without being seen.” 
Undoubtedly, Rhodan’s stocky second-in-command had clearly grasped the 
situation. 


Rhodan contacted the other ships and ordered the commanders to pull away 
from the planet without entering semi-space. He told them the Posbis must 
see where the enemy was fleeing, so that they would have an opportunity to 
pursue them. With a deep sight, Claudrin altered the course of the 
THEODORICH. Van Moders tried desperately to call out some vital 
information to Rhodan, but the Administrator was fully occupied observing 
a squadron of 5 fragment ships that were approaching the flagship in fan 
formation. 


“T think that’s a few too many, Chief!” thundered the Epsalian. 


But Rhodan did not give an order to activate the protective linear drive. He 
lifted the microphone again. “Major,” he said quietly, “if necessary, how 
fast can you operate the transmitter?” 


Nacro’s voice returned over the speaker: “Just as fast as you want it, sir.” 
And he added: “It seems I’ ve had a little practice lately.” 


As Claudrin turned about, the control lights were reflected in his leathery 
features — or perhaps it was an unnatural pallor. “What are you planning, 
sir?” he asked. 


Rhodan signaled him to silence, while Van Moders beckoned Bell to him, 
determined to be heard by someone in authority. 


“Fire off two of the bombs,” Rhodan told the major. “Then the commander 
will enter the libration zone.” 


Claudrin had no time for further questions or protests because the 
THEODORICH hurtled into the midst of the squadron of 5 fragment ships. 
Only a man with Claudrin’s skill could have prevented the annihilation of 
the Terran ship. The bio-positronic commanders of the fragment ships had 
to assume that their enemy target intended to race between them, but the 
Epsalian slowed the THEODORICH’s acceleration to a minimum and 
made the Arkon-steel sphere skim past the edge of the fan formation. 
Nevertheless the defense screens of the flagship were heavily taxed — 
almost too much so. Only Nacro’s bellowing could be heard over the 
howling of the overburdened machinery, but finally Reg Thomas uttered a 
choked cry: “We’ve got them! We’ve got them!” 


Somewhere behind the fleeing THEODORICH, two fragment ships burst 
asunder. 


Claudrin ran his tongue over dry lips. “That was a close one!” he said. 
“Don’t anyone ask me for a replay!” 


As he let the THEODORICH fall back into the Einstein universe, it became 
apparent that the Posbis were chasing after the Terran ships as planned. The 
battleground was shifting away from Panotol into deep space. In the 
minutes which followed, Rhodan restricted his action to lightning-swift 
attacks. For brief moments the flagship would appear within close range of 
a fragment ship, whereupon Maj. Slide Nacro would activate the fictive 
transmitter — the last of its kind that the Solar Fleet possessed. 


The number of destroyed fragment ships mounted slowly as_ the 
THEODORICH raced from focal point to focal point of the conflict, 
entering the battle wherever the Terran units were especially endangered. 


“We have our first dozen of them,” said Rhodan with satisfaction, as Nacro 
made another direct hit. 


Finally, with help from Bell, Van Moders succeeded in attracting Rhodan’s 
attention. “The Posbis are beaming out coded signals!” he reported 
heatedly. “They’ ve been doing it for some time now and we’ ve picked up a 
number of them. There’s no doubt they are distress calls.” 


“Distress calls?” asked Rhodan. “So far they’ve put almost 1000 Terran 
ships out of action. What would force the Posbis to call for help?” 


“The THEODORICH,, sir,” answered Van Moders. “They’ve been quick to 
see that we represent a great danger to them.” 


Rhodan had no reason to doubt the young man’s word. After all, Van 
Moders was a top expert in the new field of biopositronic robots. He had 
discovered that a Posbi was capable of analyzing the behavior patterns of 
organic life and to learn from such observations. This learning capacity 
seemed to be unlimited, which practically inferred that a Posbi could adapt 
itself to unexpected changes in any situation. The more the robots came in 
contact with the enemy, the more quickly they were able to react. Van 
Moders attributed all this to what he called hypertronic linkage — a sort of 
attuned inter-operation between the Posbis’ positronic elements and their 
nerve plasma. 


Whenever Van Moders discoursed on the subject of the Posbis, or 
especially if he attempted to explain the details of his findings, for the most 
part he was met with uncomprehending smiles. He was inclined to use 
highly technical language, yet he was apparently the only man alive who 


possessed a perfect knowledge of this new science. He kept developing 
new theories on an assembly-line basis, and he persisted in trying to 
explain them or prove them. 


“In your opinion,” asked Rhodan, “what will the robots do now?” 


Van Moders’ boxer face seemed to become even more pugnacious-looking. 
“T’ve already explained that!” he retorted. He glanced at Bell who was still 
noncommittal. “There’s a strong probability that Posbi reinforcements will 
arrive here to take part in the fight.” 


“And this you waited until now to tell me?” Rhodan asked. 


With an injured smile, Van Moders pointed to Bell. “The whole time I’ve 
been trying...” 


Bell interrupted sourly. “He’s been jabbering about this hyper-linkage 
business.” 


“We must take immediate action,” Rhodan decided. “If we wait any longer, 
the danger of having to face enemy reinforcements will be that much 
greater. At present the confusion among the Posbis is at its peak. Claudrin, 
contact the SAN JOSE. I’m giving Jenkins the go-ahead for his mission.” 


When he turned back to Claudrin and the flight console, he looked up at the 
panoramic observation screen. Around Panotol, the desperately battling 
Terran ships were still trying to ward off the Posbi attacks. The planet was 
ringed by a belt of more or less crippled warships, glowing atomic clouds, 
and tempests of furiously unleashed energies. 


Anyone landing on Panotol now would have to fight their way through that 
inferno. But the SAN JOSE had to depend on doing it without being 
detected! 


700 miles from the THEODORICH, Maj. Elmer Jenkins observed 
approximately the same scene on his tracking scanner. With mixed feelings 
he had followed the course of the space battle, in which the crew of the 
SAN JOSE was not to take part. In moments when he thought he was 
unobserved, he had been watching John Marshall closely. The tall, lean 
man who was to lead the commando mission revealed no outward sign of 
tension. 


When Jenkins stole another look at him, Marshall finally smiled. ““What 
seems to be troubling you, Major?” he asked. 


Jenkins felt his face flush as he turned in embarrassment toward the mutant. 


“Don’t think that ’ve been spying on your thoughts.” Marshall reassured 
him, although he knew very well what ‘normal’ men were thinking in 
moments like this. 


Jenkins’ hands glided over the pale green material of his Solar Fleet 
uniform. “I’ve just been trying to figure the best way of pulling off this 
trick of ours,” he said, relieved at last to be able to discuss the plans with 
Marshall. 


Pucky was also present in the Control Central of the SAN JOSE. Anxious to 
save time, he covered the 5 meters of distance between himself and the two 
men with a teleport jump. When he materialized close in front of Jenkins, 
he lifted up his mousebeaver head aggressively. “Just let me handle the 
worries,” he chirped. “Our linear drive can bring us pretty close to Panotol. 
We make our jump in the Arkonide combat suits, and the SAN JOSE 
disappears again.” He clapped his hands in a gesture of finality. “That’s all 
there is to it.” 


“You’ve just heard a country bumpkin summary of our plans,” said 
Marshall with humorous sarcasm. “But the little rascal isn’t entirely wrong. 
The closer we can get to Panotol under protection of the libration zone, the 
more security we’ll have when we make our jump.” 


Jenkins did not feel relieved by these remarks. The battle-seasoned men 
who had come on board his ship spoke of their mission with unbelievable 
composure. Right after his arrival, Pucky had disclosed that he alone would 
be fighting several hundred of the Posbis. When the furry little imp saw 
that he had in the major a credulous listener, he went on merrily with his 
gross exaggerations, until Marshall put the SAN JOSE’s commander wise 
to him. 


“T wear a custom-made version of combat suit,” Pucky informed the major. 
“You should see me sometime, floating down through the clouds — it’s a 
very classy-looking outfit.” 

“He looks like a pot-bellied angel in it,” said Ras Tschubai from the 
background. 

“Ha — pure jealousy!” the mousebeaver fumed indignantly. He glared at the 
African mutant. “Who ever heard of a black angel, for instance? Such a 
thing couldn’t be, because angels can’t be black.” 

Jenkins transferred his weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other. He 
could never be quite sure whether or not these altercations were so much 
spoofing, or if Pucky was really in a fit of temper. 


“I once studied a book about angels,’ remarked Tschubai with a subtle 


drawl. “I think I read something in there about dark angels, but nothing 
about any bowlegged mousebeavers.” 


“You and your books!” Pucky shrilled. “You probably skipped over the 
first few pages, because they’d have to give a full account of the 
mousebeavers before anything else!” 


A call came from the com room. “Sir! We have video contact with the 
THEODORICH”’ 


Immediately, Rhodan’s face appeared on the viewscreen. “Are you all set, 
Major?” 

When Jenkins saw the Administrator’s stern features, his nervousness left 
him. With a sense of wonderment, he was aware of his self-confidence 
returning. “Ready and standing by, sir!’ he answered crisply. 


“Good!” Rhodan nodded his satisfaction. “Remember to get out of the 
commandos’ landing area quickly so as not to attract the Posbis’ attention.” 
As Jenkins confirmed the order, Rhodan turned his gaze toward Marshall. 
“It looks as if the Posbis are going to be getting reinforcements, John. 
Nevertheless, we’ll proceed with Project Liberation as planned. I don’t 
believe the robots know the real purpose of our attack, but doubled caution 
is advised. Van Moders has come up with a new theory, which indicates.” 


“No!” exclaimed Marshall in self-defense. “I’d rather hear it when we’re 
back on board the THEODORICH.” 


Rhodan smiled. “I hope that will soon be possible,” he said. “Meanwhile, 
Van Moders really has developed some interesting hypothesis.” 

“Of course!” retorted Marshall. 

Rhodan gave them a parting wave of his hand, Marshall returned a brief 
nod, and with that the connection was ended. The mutant leader placed a 
hand on Jenkins’ shoulder. 

“Well, Major,” he said, “now you can show us what your ship is made of.” 
Jenkins issued his orders. Propulsion machinery began to warm up, and the 
SAN JOSE accelerated. Meanwhile, John Marshall turned to his 
commandos. 

“Combat suits on,” he ordered. “Check your air supplies and power packs. 
Final inspection of weapons!” 

The SAN JOSE vanished in to semi-space and raced toward Panotol. The 
50-man team of commandos assembled in the large airlock that had been 
assigned to them. They spoke few words to each other because each man 
knew exactly what he had to do. Everything depended upon whether or not 


the Posbis could be fooled by this trick — at least long enough to give the 
Terrans time to free the Springers with the help of the Akon transmitter on 
Panotol and the receiver on board the ALEXANDER. 


John Marshall inspected the small contingent of troops, from whom so 
much would be expected. “Lock pressure helmets,” he ordered. 


The thin atmosphere of Panotol was insufficient to enable a man to breathe. 
In their combat suits the men could not be distinguished one from another 
unless they turned their vision plates directly toward Marshall. The 
improved reproductions of the Arkonide suits were not as clumsy as the 
original design, yet they combined all the advantages. 


The inertial absorbers of the SAN JOSE gave one the feeling that the ship 
was standing still in space. In actuality, the sphere of the planet was already 
filling the viewscreen in the Control Central. Two minutes later, Elmer 
Jenkins turned off the linear drive. His voice sounded in the men’s helmet 
speakers. 


“The ship is in retropulsion,” he announced. 


Marshall noted Pucky’s negligent stance where he stood next to Ras 
Tschubai and Norton, who was a transmitter specialist. When he turned in 
another direction he was aware of being somewhat restricted in his 
movements by his suit and its robot camouflage. 


“We are entering the atmosphere,” Jenkins’ voice rang out. “No enemy 
ships in the area.” 


The SAN JOSE lost altitude rapidly, although it was not going to land on 
Panotol. Marshall waited until the commander gave, him the desired 
altitude readings. 


“That’s low enough,” he said finally. 


Someone in the Control Central must have activated the release for the 
outer lock door, because Marshall had hardly completed his sentence 
before the outer wall glided upward, giving them an unobstructed view of 
the planet’s upper air strata. 


“Jump!” Marshall called out. 


He saw Bert Islakker go first. The big man simply toppled forward and was 
followed swiftly by 10 other men. Now the telepath’s turn had come. 
Pucky and Norton were beside him. The mousebeaver made some kind of 
unintelligible comment as Marshall switched on his power pack. He took a 
step forward, out of the lock. The floor was gone from beneath him and he 
floated downward in gliding flight toward the planet’s surface. Once when 


he turned he saw a swarm of men dropping out of the lock. The steel ball of 
the SAN JOSE was poised above them like a sheltering fortress. 


The next time he turned to look up, the ship had disappeared. Now they 
were on their own resources. Beneath them waited the most remorseless 
enemy that humankind had ever encountered. All about him the combat 
commandos were gradually floating downward. These 50 men had come to 
Panotol to retrieve the Posbis’ human booty. Judging by the number of 
fragment ships that had arrived here, there must be countless robots on the 
planet. They were probably everywhere by now. But in the area where 
Marshall’s target lay, the greatest concentration of their number would be 
located. 


The telepath carefully regulated his suit’s propulsion. The closer they came 
to the surface, the more Marshall was troubled by the thought of the 
frightful superiority of the Posbis. 


They were only 50 — 50 against Panotol! 


* 


Rhodan received Maj. Jenkins’ report and nodded. He turned to Jefe 
Claudrin. “They’ve done it,” he said. “The fleet can now pull back.” 


The Epsalian gave the necessary orders to all ship commanders. The half- 
crippled fleet of Terran warships withdrew from the Panot System. 


But the goal had been achieved: Marshall and his men had landed safely on 
Panotol! 


3. 
INTO THE DEVIL’S CAULDRON 


The smudge spot in the yellowish-brown landscape under John Marshall 
expanded swiftly in size and began to show contours. Shortly after that, the 
telepath was able to distinguish the individual buildings of the space-wharf 
installation. The Springers had built their base close to the equator. The 
actual wharfs, shipyards and industrial plants formed a large circle which 
enclosed the residential area of the Galactic Traders. 


In all directions around the base stretched the barren desert, which was only 
relieved here and there by low sandy ridges. Now Marshall could clearly 
make out the plastic steel domes which had served as living quarters for the 
Springers. Presumably they were being held prisoner in these structures by 
the Posbis. The wharf facilities included a long landing strip. Bordering this 
the mutant recognized the various factories where the Springers had 
operated a robot force to manufacture spaceship components. 


They were now flying at such a low altitude that it was time to find a 
suitable hiding place. Marshall carefully examined the desert wastelands. 


“Marshall here,” he said into his helmet mike. “To the left of the base, 
about 5 km from the outer dome, there’s a natural ridge formation. We will 
make our first landing there.” He swung his body around so that the others 
could orient themselves to the course of his flight. 

Pucky’s voice rang out disappointedly. “Too bad. I was hoping we could 
land in the middle of the Posbis.” 


“Ras.” Marshall turned, although he didn’t know which of the men near 
him was the teleporter. “You and Pucky make a jump to the spot I’ve 
picked out. Try to find out if there are any traces of Posbis there.” 


From this elevation the area appeared to be deserted and safe, but Marshall 
sought to avoid the risk of any premature discovery. Tschubai and the 
mousebeaver dematerialized, and in 3 minutes Pucky came back alone. 
“Everything’s jake,” he announced. “Ras is still snooping around a little.” 
Marshall descended more confidently, and soon he saw Tschubai’s figure 
among the dunes. The African’s voice was heard in the helmet speakers. 
“All there is here is sand,” he said. “I wouldn’t know what the Posbis 
would be looking for in this area.” 


They landed in close formation next to the teleporter. Their various pieces 
of equipment were stored under a light field tent. The low ridge blocked 
their view of the Springer station. 


Marshall issued his instructions. “Ruscher and Jembrowski — up on the hill. 
Observe every movement in the space-wharf area. I want reports from you 
two at regular intervals.” The two technicians climbed the sand slope and 
posted themselves so that they could keep the base in sight. “We won’t 
squander any time,” Marshall continued. “But it will be safer if one of the 
teleporters takes a quick look around in the area of operations, so that we 
can know how we have to proceed. Kakuta will go.” 


The small Japanese mutant made a gesture of agreement. Pucky rolled his 
button eyes in frustration but didn’t dare to make an objection. But it was 
clearly evident that he would have dearly loved to teleport in place of 
Kakuta. Marshall paid no heed to Pucky’s demonstration, being more 
preoccupied with preparations for the impending mission. 


“T would materialize on one of the domes,” said Pucky to Kakuta. 


The little mutant nodded unconcernedly. His Asiatic features remained 
inscrutable. Pucky couldn’t contain his frustration any longer. 


“For a good teleporter it might be possible to land inside one of the 
domes,” he said. 


“That figures,’ returned Tako Kakuta calmly. “I’ve just been thinking 
about that.” 


Pucky didn’t get a chance to display his single incisor tooth in indignation, 
because in that moment the Japanese dematerialized. 


ok 


Of the 3 teleporters in the Mutant Corps, Tako Kakuta had the most well 
balanced character. Pucky was an individualist and was_ therefore 
unpredictable, whereas Ras Tschubai often showed his daring 
temperament. Kakuta was a man of exemplary control and self-discipline. 
Whenever he carried out an assignment, he did so with unexcelled 
conscientiousness. 


As the Japanese materialized on one of the plastic steel domes, he threw 
himself down against it immediately so as not to attract the attention of any 
possible observers. He quickly determined that nothing menaced him from 
the outside of the structure. It stood there silently and apparently 
abandoned. There could be no doubt that the robot camouflage and his 


individual absorber were functioning perfectly, because the Posbis had not 
attacked him as yet. The robots knew nothing of the presence of the small 
group of Terran commandos. 


He stood up rather sluggishly because the combat suit hindered his 
normally supple movements. He inspected the surface of the dome, which 
from his position was difficult, since he had materialized somewhat below 
the highest point. Farther above him, the exhaust conduits stood out from 
the surface like metallic veins. Each of the domes had an air-conditioning 
system because the Traders, like the Terrans, were not able to breathe in the 
thin atmosphere of Panotol. 


Clumsily, Kakuta groped his way up to one of the conduits. He gripped it 
firmly and looked around at the residential district of the Galactic Traders. 
If the Posbis had proceeded logically — and there was no one who would 
have doubted that — they would have sheltered their prisoners in their 
natural living quarters. 


Kakuta had to be certain of his observations. In order to confirm whether or 
not the Springers were living here in their shelters, he couldn’t simply 
stomp about on the dome and wait until the Posbi guards emerged to see 
who was causing this disturbance. He had to find another way. As swiftly 
as the flight suit permitted, he clambered over the conduit system. The 
surface of the dome was smooth but not slippery. The Panotol atmosphere 
was too dry for that. 


In observing an adjacent dome, Kakuta noticed some oval-shaped window 
blinds on the lower half, which were closed from within. The mutant 
teleported to the other side of the roof so that he could inspect the next 
building. This time he was in luck. Two of the blinds were open so that 
their quartz panes reflected the light of the lowering sun. 


He had not taken two steps in that direction when three Posbis came out of 
the same dome. Two of the dangerous robots had Z-shaped forms whereas 
the third looked like a distorted right-angle. In that first moment Kakuta 
froze, thinking that they had discovered him. Even if they mistook him for 
a Springer robot they would wonder what he was doing up on the dome. 
However, the Posbis went on their way and were obscured by the curve of 
the building. Kakuta’s blood had rushed to his head and his pulse had 
increased rapidly. He realized that he had been operating a bit too 
frivolously. The Posbis were everywhere. 

He made a short teleport jump below. The stretch of level ground between 
the cupolas was empty. The only sounds came from the distant industrial 
zone. Kakuta took another cautious look around, and then he went boldly to 


the dome where he hoped to be able to peek inside. Now if any Posbis 
appeared, he could go tranquilly on his way and depend on the probability 
that they would take him for a Springer robot tending to his duties. 


Nevertheless he was glad when he reached the first window blind. He had 
to stretch a bit to be able to peer through the quartz window. The flexible 
plastic metal of the robot camouflage was pliable enough, but the joint 
rings of his combat suit restricted his movements. 


Then Kakuta looked into a chamber where at least 30 captive Traders were 
located. The Springers sat hunched over silently in their chairs as if 
resigned to their fate. Very few of them conversed with each other, if at all. 
Suddenly one of them looked toward the window and saw Kakuta, or that 
which covered the Japanese and gave him his protection. The prisoner 
jumped up. By his mouth movements Kakuta knew that he was shouting 
something to his companions. He presumed that the bearded oldster who 
approached the window might be a patriarch. Probably he did not take the 
weird figure outside the cupola to be a Terran. Kakuta saw a gleam of 
suspicion in the man’s narrowed eyes. 


The silent repose of the prisoners was shaken as they all sprang up and 
came to the window. Kakuta would have given them a signal of some kind, 
but then even if the Traders hadn’t intended it the Posbis would have been 
able to learn about the presence of the commando detachment. The 
patriarch’s heavy lips moved as he said something. Tako made an 
involuntary movement which caused excited reactions inside the chamber. 
On the other side of the room he saw a Posbi enter, and the Springers drew 
back from it fearfully. The mutant ducked quickly. He did not want the 
enemy to see him under any circumstances. 


In case the Springers had any means whatever of communicating with the 
robots, they would certainly not be stupid enough to report this strange 
apparition to their captors. Kakuta observed his surroundings. He didn’t 
think it was necessary to investigate any more of the dome dwellings. He 
knew now with certainty where the enemy had placed the Springers. 


Tako would like to have given them some encouragement, even though he 
had no friendly feelings for them. But whether Terrans or Arkonides, 
whoever fell into the hands of the Posbis must be given help, because the 
robots threatened the entirety of organic life in the galaxy. Therefore, all 
organic intelligences had to stand together. 

Kakuta teleported back to the camp in the desert. He materialized precisely 
in time to break up an argument between Pucky and Tschubai concerning 
his whereabouts. 


He came to the point at once and reported to Marshall: “The Posbis are 
holding the Springers captive inside the residential domes. It seems there 
are only a few guards assigned to watch them, so in a pinch we could 
quickly knock them out.” 


“Were you able to find out anything about the wharf and industrial 
installations?” queried the mutant chief. 


“T believe the production is continuing,” said Kakuta. “As you already 
know, the whole setup functions automatically. So far the Posbis have not 
disturbed a single robot or hindered its work.” 


“Far from it,” interjected Islakker. “They go out of their way to help any 
kind of mechanical dingbat.” 


“That will make it easier for us to infiltrate the factories,” said Marshall 
with satisfaction. “According to present information, there are at least 1000 
Springer robots inside the base, which are controlled by the central 
positronic brain here at the space-wharf. So it won’t be too difficult for us 
to mix into the lineup of these machines. If we are careful, we won’t attract 
suspicion.” 

Under his robot camouflage and his flight suit there was nothing much of 
Pucky to be seen, but his mouth was still insuppressible. “It would be best,” 
he chirped, “for us to break up into small groups.” 


“No,” contradicted Marshall. “We stay together. In cases of emergency, the 
teleporters will be sent ahead as scouts, or other specialized mutants will be 
assigned.” 


Wuriu Sengu was the “seer” or spying eye among the mutants. “Why don’t 
we just go straight to the TOTZTA IX and begin our work?” he asked. “If 
the Posbis can’t recognize us as humans, it doesn’t make any difference 
where we go.” 


With the muzzle of his energy rifle, Marshall drew a circle in the desert 
sand. In the middle of it he scraped up several small elevations, and around 
the edges he poked some holes in the ground. “Here is the whole wharf 
installation, Sengu,” he said. Then he made a mark just outside the main 
circle. “And here is the wreck of the Springer ship. We have every reason 
to think that the Posbis monitor the instructions given out by the central 
positronic brain. So they would know what the Springer robots’ 
assignments are. It would come to their attention immediately if we were to 
march directly from here to the TOTZTA IX.” 


A frown of puzzlement appeared on Sengu’s brow. “So how does it alter 
the situation if we go first to the base and march out to the ship?” 


Although Marshall’s viewplate hardly revealed his face, the men knew that 
he smiled as he answered. “Everything is altered in that case,” said the 
telepath. “We will be in the company of several dozen Springer robots who 
will be carrying special tools.” 


Sengu was even more confused. “But you just said that the Posbis monitor 
the master brain control. They’ Il be able to detect that the positronicon has 
not given any orders for the robots to repair the wreck.” 


“The positronicon will issue such instructions,” Marshall assured him. 
“What?” Sengu was ready to give up. 


Marshall reached into a hidden pocket and drew out a metal-foil tape. He 
showed it to Wuriu. “Do you know what that is, Sengu?” 


“A programming tape,” replied the mutant. “Of course it looks a little 
different than the ones we use for our own computers.” 


“Naturally it looks different,’ Marshall agreed. “It’s the kind the Galactic 
Traders use for their own positronic brains.” 


Sengu stared at his leader with a mixture of disbelief and awe. “You mean- 
you’re going to switch programming tapes?” 

“That’s the first step of our mission,” Marshall announced. “We’ll get to 
the TOTZTA IX in the company of a repair detail of Springer robots.” 


Sengu had already gone on a mission to a Posbi planet, in the company of a 
handful of courageous men. He felt the old fears returning to him. 
“Posbis!” he muttered, as if the word itself were a symbol of dread. 


With his right foot, Marshall erased his primitive sketch in the sand. He 
lifted his head and said, “We will go through the base they have 
conquered.” 


Sengu was not one to harbor false illusions. He knew they would be going 
into a death zone, and that although they might hold out there a while they 
would probably never come out of it again. Marshall intended to move 
among the enemy as if he were their equal. In addition, every one of his 
planned actions involved deadly danger. 


So wasn’t this tantamount to walking to their deaths with their eyes open? 
He looked around him, wondering what the other commandos were 
thinking at this moment. He sighed and checked his suit’s oxygen supply. 
He stared listlessly at the remains of Marshall’s sketch on the ground. That 
base was swarming with Posbis. It was highly possible that he would have 
to pass by some of them at very close range — and that thought alone made 
him shudder. They must all be crazy, he mused disconsolately. Only 


madmen would undertake such a mission. 
Marshall’s voice rang out in their speakers. “The march begins!” 


Sengu started out, placing one foot in front of the other, aware of stepping 
into an abyss. 50 men didn’t represent a very impressive column as they 
walked through the desert in single file. When Wuriu looked back, the 
group seemed to be very small and helpless. He stashed his weapon under 
the robot covering. When they reached the top of the ridge they could see 
the sprawling base. The roofs of the plastic steel domes glittered in the light 
of Panot. 


“I wish Van Moders was here,” said Sengu. “At times like this, his theories 
are something to lean on, at least.” 


“Are you Satisfied with just theory?” inquired Tama Yokida. 
“Tf it comes from a robotics expert, yes!” said Sengu. 


“Quiet!” commanded Marshall. “I guess it won’t be too advisable to simply 
move into the desert in this formation. We’d better separate, after all, into 
groups of 10 men each. As soon as we’ve reached the residential area 
inside the base, we'll close ranks into a single detachment again.” He 
assigned himself, Sengu, Tschubai, Kakuta and Atkins as group leaders, 
then added: “Pucky comes with our group.” 


Sengu beckoned to his men and separated the detail from the others who 
were fanning out in all directions. 


“Do you think it was a good idea for us to separate?” asked one of the 
technicians. 


The mutant with the spying eyes remained silent. From their present 
position the space-wharf looked quiet and peaceful. Sengu had a positive 
hunch that the picture would soon change. 
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Shortly before Marshall came with his group to the first of the living 
quarters, he lost sight of Ras Tschubai who was separated from him by 
several hundred meters. It was very clear to John Marshall that in this vital 
game every trump card had to count — and he didn’t have too many. Still at 
the head of his column, the telepath marched past the Springer shelter. 
They arrived at an open area which seemed to be paved with some dark 
substance. Approximately in the center of the open space were bunker-like 
elevations, and between them dozens of Springer robots were busy moving 
back and forth. Marshall observed that they were going into the bunkers at 


regular intervals, after being loaded with material they were taking from an 
automatic truck. 


Without altering his pace, the telepath turned in the direction of the robots. 
He assumed that the bunkers concealed subterranean warehouses where the 
Traders stored their valuable merchandise. The robots paid no attention to 
the approaching men. Dumbly, they followed their simple programming, 
which probably involved nothing more than this unloading operation. 


Suddenly Marshall had a daring idea. Going directly to the automated 
truck, he waited a moment until a gap occurred between the robots. Then 
he stepped into place before the unloading apparatus. In the next instant he 
regretted this inspiration, because a heavy bundle tipped out of the delivery 
chute into his arms, and its weight almost made him crumble. He held his 
breath and strained to remain straight. Standing directly behind him, 
Islakker stared questioningly at him through the viewplate of his pressure 
helmet. Marshall could only respond with a grimace. Then Islakker stepped 
dubiously in front of the unloading chute. Marshall thought he heard his 
companion let out a groan as he also received a back-breaking load and 
staggered after him. The telepath had to hurry in order to keep pace with 
the robot ahead of him. The walking machine carried its load effortlessly 
toward the bunker entrance. Marshall pitied Pucky, but in the same moment 
he realized that the mousebeaver would be able to help himself by means of 
his telekinesis. As the distance seemed to increase rather than diminish, the 
difficulty of carrying a heavy load in an Arkonide combat suit proved to be 
almost insurmountable. Marshall felt that his arms were starting to go dead 
on him, although he sought desperately to balance his “packet” evenly 
between them. 


Islakker grunted laboriously in his helmet. “I think that some of our men 
don’t have so much in common with robots anymore.” 


Marshall bent up his arms so that his package rested more on his upper 
arms. He wanted to say something encouraging to the other, but he didn’t 
have the breath for it. If they were to drop their loads now, the Posbis 
would become suspicious. The distance to the bunker entrance now seemed 
much greater to him than in the beginning. He didn’t dare turn to look 
behind him, but he could imagine the clumsy line of figures behind him, 
each staggering along with his own load. 


The Springer robot in front of Marshall finally reached the entrance and 
disappeared inside. 

“You aren’t thinking of following him, are you?’ The voice of one of the 
men behind Marshall seemed ready to crack from exertion. 


“There’s no other choice,” he answered. 


“One of the robots is between me and Norton,” announced Yokida. “We’re 
losing our evenly-spaced formation. At least 5 of the machines have 
bypassed us.” 


By now, Marshall was at the bunker. He glanced through the opening into a 
narrow, dimly lighted passage that slanted downward. With a sigh, he 
continued on his way. Soon after his entrance, he spotted the same robot 
who had been ahead of him all along. It carried its burden to a conveyor 
belt that had been installed inside the corridor. After doing so, it turned 
immediately and hurried upward toward the exit again. 


“For God’s sake, Chief!” groaned Islakker. “He’s going back to get another 
load. You can’t expect that of us!” 


Marshall reached the conveyor and released his load with a groan. Islakker 
staggered past him and did the same. Behind him came a robot which made 
child’s play of the task of unburdening itself. Marshall withdrew a bit 
further down the passage alongside the conveyor belt and waited until all 
his men were present. The robots continued to ignore them while attending 
to their tasks. Pucky was the last of the group to appear. Fully aware of 
envious looks from his companions, he allowed his load to glide gently 
onto the belt. 


“What now?” he asked enterprisingly. 
Marshall was studying the packets of material as they were carried away by 
the conveyor. “I wonder where this belt goes?” he asked pensively. 


Dr. Bryant offered the suggestion that the packages probably were being 
delivered into an underground storage room. 


“That’s quite possible,” admitted Marshall, “but I don’t think so.” 


Yokida pressed forward from among the men. “What do you think, Chief? 
Do you have any definite ideas?” 

Marshall pointed to the conveyor. The robots kept coming without letup, 
dumping their loads and disappearing again. 

“I suspect that this conveyor leads into the center of the base,” he said 
finally. 

“You could be right.” Dr. Bryant’s voice reflected a new excitement. “All 
we have to do is sit on that belt and let it transport us into the center of the 
base.” 

It was a very obvious suggestion, but Marshall wanted his whole 
contingent of men around him before he took further steps. “Pucky will 


follow the course of the belt a little way,” he decided. “Meanwhile, we will 
bring in another load so that we don’t become conspicuous. Besides, we 
have to wait for the others.” 


“Chief!” gasped Islakker. “You mean we’re supposed to drag in another 
ton of that stuff!?” 


“Stop all this jammering!” Marshall commanded him. “I can promise you 
that before this mission is over with you’ll have welts and blisters on every 
part of your carcasses.” 


“That’s a safe promise, all right,” retorted Islakker grimly, “because there’s 
plenty of opportunity around here to make it good!” He turned away from 
the answering laughter of the men. They all moved toward the entrance 
while Pucky disappeared to investigate the course of the conveyor belt. 


Marshall and Dr. Bryant were the first to come out into the open. The 
robots had just completed their work. The truck was nowhere to be seen. In 
the area where it had been unloaded stood three Posbis. 


Marshall came to such an abrupt halt that Yokida crashed into him from 
behind. 


To Ras Tschubai, all the cupola-shaped dwellings looked alike, but he 
knew they were arranged in a circle around the space-wharf area, so sooner 
or later they would have to meet up with the other Terran teams, if they 
remained in the vicinity of the domes. The African had become accustomed 
to facing all possible types of danger. He had looked into the face of death 
in all its forms without being conquered by it — thus far. And of course as a 
teleporter he had always been thrown into the center of vital combat 
missions. He was almost a stranger to peace and quiet. 


Andre Noir, the telehypnotist, had been walking quietly beside the African. 
He knew that as a teleporter the black man would have the only real chance 
of escaping in case they were discovered by the Posbis. Noir did not envy 
Kakuta, Tschubai and Pucky for their talents because he knew from 
experience that such paranormal gifts would never bring them to a more 
peaceful existence than the one they already had. 


Noir’s thoughts were interrupted by a solitary Springer robot who had 
emerged from the shadow of one of the domes. Tschubai had come to a halt 
involuntarily. The robot came directly toward them. 


“What the devil could he want from us?” whispered Norton tensely. 


Before Tschubai could answer, two more robots came into view. “Keep on 
going!” ordered the teleporter. 


When they reached the first of the machines, it raised a metallic arm, and 
Tschubai stopped again. His thoughts went into a jumble. Three more 
robots came towards them from the dome dwelling. The African felt for his 
energy rifle which was concealed under his robot camouflage. 


“Tt almost looks like they expected us,” commented Driftwood. 


Tschubai was getting a vague intimation of what it could all mean. “I think 
they take us for some kind of relief detail,” he said. 


“Relief?” repeated Norton, dumbfounded. “What do you mean?” 


Tschubai could feel pearls of sweat building up on his forehead, although 
his suit’s air-conditioning unit was providing a pleasant temperature level. 
With a faint trace of irritation, he answered: “They have finished a portion 
of a task here that we’re supposed to take over from them. Their work shift 
at the dome is ended, and they think we’re to carry on where they left off.” 


Norton emitted a low moan. “By all the planets, Ras! What have these 
characters been doing? We can’t just start doing something when we don’t 
know what it is!” 


Hanson mixed into the argument. “That’s just an assumption, Tschubai. I 
suggest that we just keep going.” 


“So that we make ourselves conspicuous to the Posbis?” Tschubai shook 
his head emphatically. “No, if we’re expected to do some work, that’s what 
we're going to do.” 

Hanson stamped on the ground angrily. “How can you do any work when 
you don’t have any idea of what it is!?” 


“We just have to find out,” said Tschubai. 


He became more uneasy because the robots stood there motionlessly as if 
expecting some reaction from the new arrivals. Decisively, Ras changed 
the direction of their march and went toward the dome that they had seen 
the robots coming from. 

In the same moment, as the men all started to move, the robots stirred out 
of their momentary rigidity and stomped away from them. 

Tschubai approached the cupola with mixed feelings. Desperately he 
sought some point of reference that would give him a clue as to what the 
robots were doing either outside or inside of the dome. It was not all that 
easy to act like a Springer robot, he thought ironically. 


“Ras,” said Norton in a strange tone. “Just take a look at that!” 


When Tschubai turned, his stomach churned. A new contingent of Springer 
robots was coming from the other side. 


“That’s probably the regular relief detail,” commented Driftwood gloomily. 


This new realization seemed to paralyze the teleporter. If a Posbi were to 
witness this procedure it would undoubtedly arouse suspicion. That would 
be the beginning of the end. Tschubai struggled to think more rapidly, but 
each time he had an idea he would discard it. They stood next to the cupola 
almost helplessly. The robots approached rapidly. 


“Seems to me,” said Hanson bitterly, “one of our groups is one too many.” 


No matter how strenuously the mutant searched his thoughts, he simply 
couldn’t find a solution. Under no circumstance could they wait any longer. 
Tschubai’s only choice was to play everything on a single card. He had not 
believed that they’d be running into this kind of difficulty so soon. 


“We have to go on,” he urged. 


He felt somebody grasp his arm from behind. He turned to look into 
Hanson’s furious face. 


“To the dome?” fumed the technician. “You can’t be serious!” 


Tschubai sensed that he was wavering in his decision and it made him mad. 
“[’m giving the orders,” he said roughly. “We will not endanger the others 
through a mistake of our own. If we’re tied down for a while, Marshall still 
has 40 men to carry on with the mission.” Without giving Hanson time for 
a rebuttal, he continued onward toward the Springer shelter. 

In less than 3 minutes they would reach the place. In another 4 minutes the 
real robots would arrive. The Terrans didn’t know what they were 
supposed to busy themselves with in the dome. 


The Springer robots knew precisely what they were about. 
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Islakker expressed his great disappointment with a bitter curse. The men on 
the end of the line attempted to look out over the shoulders of Dr. Bryant 
and Marshall. 


“Quiet!” exclaimed Marshall. “Keep a grip on yourselves!” 
Probably the Posbis hadn’t seen them yet, because they would certainly not 
concern themselves with the routine work of the Springer robots. The 


Posbis before the bunker exhibited the usual bizarre forms of all their kind. 
In fact one of them was of a crazier design than its companions. One might 


have thought that these were creations of a madman. 


“What should we do now?” asked Dr. Bryant, alarmed. Marshall noted that 
the robots who had unloaded the truck had fallen into formation and were 
leaving the area in closed ranks. Since Pucky wasn’t back yet, they 
couldn’t know with certainty where the conveyor belt went. Marshall 
devoutly prayed that the Posbis would not come any closer to the bunker. 
He could only wait. He said as much to Dr. Bryant, who had retreated 
several steps into the passage. 


The Posbis remained where they were. It seemed as if they intended to scan 
the area with their sensor devices. Or this might be only something he 
imagined, Marshall thought. He saw the Springer robots disappear behind 
one of the residential structures. Now the only obstacle that stood between 
themselves and the inner part of the stronghold was the Posbis. 


Then something happened that caused a cold shudder to run down the back 
of the mutant leader. Tako Kakuta and his men came out from behind one 
of the domes. Because the building was between them and the enemy, they 
could not yet see the Posbis. Kakuta, at the head of the column, would 
come directly into the view of the Posbis in another 20 steps. He would 
then be no more than 50 meters away from them. Marshall watched the 
approaching commandos breathlessly. 

“Tako,” he finally said in low tones over his helmet radio, “this is Marshall. 
You can’t see us at the moment but we know where you are. If you keep on 
going in your present direction, you’ ll run right into the arms of our special 
friends.” 

He saw the Japanese halt and raise an arm. “What should we do?” asked 
Kakuta. “It wouldn’t be smart to just go back the way we came.” 

While Marshall feverishly pondered over the situation, Pucky materialized 
next to him. 

“You had the right idea, John,” he announced. “The belt leads into a 
factory. On the way it goes through a number of feeder stations.” 

“Did you see any Posbis?” 

“No,” said the mousebeaver. “Here and there a Springer robot checks the 
belt operation, but otherwise it’s all clear.” 

“Chief!” called Kakuta tensely. “We can’t remain where we are any longer. 
Tell us where you are so we can join you.” 

The conveyor belt was an ideal means of getting them into the space-wharf 
center. They could avoid any risk of being seen by the Posbis. The main 


question was how to assemble all the men in the bunker. The three Posbis 
stood there as if frozen to the spot and were blocking the way for Kakuta’s 
group. 
Three automated trucks came rolling across the open area. Marshall 
watched their course suspiciously until they veered toward one of the 
domes. 


“Now what does all that mean?” asked Dr. Bryant. 


“Why don’t you try to read those robots’ thoughts?” retorted Marshall 
irritably. 

The trucks stopped, and out of the dome came three Springer robots who 
went to the unloading chutes. Each of them received a package, after which 
the vehicles rolled silently away. Suddenly the Posbis moved so swiftly 
that they caught up to the robots before they could enter the dome. They 
stopped the machines and began to make a thorough search of the 
packages. Marshall sought to make sense of this action. Apparently the 
packages were for the prisoners. The Posbis obviously wanted to determine 
if the Traders were receiving anything that could pose a threat to 
themselves. 


Meanwhile the trucks arrived at the next dwelling and the same scene was 
repeated. Before the Posbis permitted a further delivery of packages, they 
pursued their investigation. 


Marshall called to Kakuta. “Tako, do you see the bunker-like structures in 
the open area?” 


“Naturally, Chief,” came the answer. 


“That’s where we are. Get over here on the double. We’ve discovered a 
subterranean route to get into the center of the base!” 


Kakuta emitted a low whistle. In response, his men started to move. 
Marshall suppressed an instinctive urge to hurry the approaching men even 
more, but they could not move much faster without attracting attention. In 
spite of blowing that the robot camouflage and the individual absorbers 
were working perfectly, it seemed to Marshall that Kakuta would take 
almost forever to get across the open plaza. 


But finally the Japanese appeared in the entrance. “Where are the others?” 
was his first question. 
“They haven’t had time to get here yet. “Sengu and Atkins need at least 
another 10 minutes.” 


As Marshall hesitated, Kakuta sensed it. “What about Ras?” 


Marshall checked his watch. “He seems to be held up. We’ ve already spent 
a half hour more than our plan calls for.”” He pointed down the passage 
toward the conveyor belt. “Fortunately, we have a chance to make up for 
lost time, because we have a means of riding into the factory compound — 
swiftly and comfortably.” 


On one point Marshall was correct: they would go swiftly. 


But not in comfort! 


The outer lock door of the dome stood open, where it had remained since 
the other robots had exited. Evidently the automatic mechanism was 
waiting to receive the relief detail — in this case the false one, consisting of 
Tschubai and his companions. What the genuine relief robots would do 
here was an entirely unknown factor. What would happen when the Terrans 
entered the lock chamber? The teleporter cringed at the thought that the 
outer door might close automatically. In that case the actual robots would 
be shut out and would be unable to respond to their programmed 
commands. It would only take the Posbis a few minutes to realize that 
something was wrong. 


Tschubai chewed at his under lip in desperation. Under no circumstance 
must they enter the airlock before the real robots. “Slow it down,” he 
ordered. “Let the robots catch up to us.” 


The African knew that a single failure on his part could wreck the entire 
mission. If it became impossible to avoid discovery by the Posbis, 
however, he was determined to delay them long enough to give Marshall a 
chance to carry out his plans. 


Although they were barely moving now, the dome’s airlock kept getting 
closer while the robots seemed not to be closing the distance between them. 
Finally, Tschubai reached the edge of a ramp-like threshold before the open 
lock hatch. Then Andre Noir stumbled beside him and staggered forward a 
step. As the hypnotist recovered his balance, Tschubai heard Hanson utter a 
curse. The teleporter could not reproach the men because this strain on their 
nerves was understandable. Once again they could only hope that no Posbi 
was looking their way. 


The lock chamber lay dark and foreboding before them. Hesitantly, 
Tschubai moved toward it. A glance behind him revealed that the Springer 
robots were now very close. 


“They’ve caught up to us!” said Teschmann, who was bringing up the rear. 


Tschubai entered the chamber. When Noir entered, the first of the robots 
was beside him. Tschubai glanced outside at the bright light of day, as if to 
retrieve a last fragment of freedom and bring it into the chamber with them. 
All the men remained silent. The robots stood in their midst and waited. 


Then the outer hatch began to glide shut, at first slowly and then with swift 
finality. 


“Now we’re caught in the trap,” said Hanson. 


Tschubai detected the heavy note of fear in Hanson’s voice — a fear which 
might be partly unconscious as yet but which could soon break to the 
surface and cause a panic. He looked about him in the dimly-lighted 
chamber. Why didn’t the inner hatch open so that they could go inside the 
dome? Noir was shifting about restlessly. Their robot coverings scintillated 
under the synthetic lighting like silvery fish scales. Tschubai became more 
impatient. 

Then the inner hatch glided upward, revealing a large entrance hall. The 
robots exited the airlock at once and marched purposefully ahead. 


“Follow them!” Tschubai ordered. 


Along the walls of the hall were various doors on which numbers were 
painted. Somewhere behind them lived the captive Traders, who did not 
suspect that 10 Terrans had infiltrated the place to set them free. But of 
course at present there was no opportunity to accomplish that. 


They followed the robots to an elevator, which only had room for 5 people. 
Of 7 robots, 4 of them stepped into the lift while the others waited. 
Through the glass door, Tschubai saw the robots sink downward. 


“This place must have lower levels,” said Teschmann. “Who knows what 
they’re doing in those cellars?” 


After a while the lift returned. Tschubai and Teschmann went in with the 
three robots. 


Ras called to Noir. “Follow us with the other men!” 


The telehypnotist nodded. The paleness of his features could be seen 
clearly behind his viewplate. 


The lift dropped swiftly downward. From Tschubai’s point of view, he saw 
the men in the hall rush upward as in a vertical film strip. He tried to 
estimate the distance of their descent as they lowered into the depths. 
Finally, with a jerk, the lift cage came to a halt. When Tschubai and 
Teschmann emerged they found themselves in a white washed corridor that 
was filled with some kind of steamy vapor. The silhouettes of the nearby 


robots were like shadows in the misty place. 


He felt Teschmann shaking him. “The lift!” exclaimed the technician. “It 
isn’t moving!” 

The atmosphere of the corridor must have been hot and humid because 
their robot coverings were coated with steam and began to be streaked with 
rivulets of condensation. Tschubai turned back to the elevator. 


“It probably responds to some impulse that we’re supposed to activate,” he 
thought aloud. 


A robot emerged from the mist and deposited something near the lift. Then 
it disappeared again into the fog. Tschubai stooped down to examine the 
object. He held it up so that both of them could look at it. 


“What is it?” asked the technician dubiously. 


“A piece of clothing,” answered the mutant. “It belongs to one of the 
Galactic Traders!” 


Teschmann’s features twisted in an expression of disgust. “It’s a dirty 
mess!” he commented. 


Tschubai dropped the material on the floor. “Come on,” he said. “We have 
to work on this elevator.” 


He didn’t want to worry Teschmann, but he had an idea of what their find 
could mean. Now he figured he knew what the robots were doing down 
here. They were following orders from the Posbis. They were searching for 
a Springer who had attempted to escape through the sewer system. Of 
course it was only a hunch, but the teleporter could find no other 
explanation for the presence of the dirtied jacket. 


Teschmann was already fooling with the lift controls. 
“ll teleport up to Noir,” said Tschubai. “Meanwhile, be careful.” 


Teschmann looked at him anxiously, apparently not at all inclined to be left 
here alone. Before he could object, however, the mutant dematerialized. 
Almost in the same instant, the lift jerked into motion. The technician 
gasped aloud in startlement. He saw the cage go downward, which meant 
that there were still deeper levels here. 


Teschmann looked into the pall of vapors again and saw a robot appear. 
The machine staggered as if it were drunk. Then, as the form became more 
distinguishable, the technician realized that this was no robot. It was a 
Springer who wore only a tattered pair of trousers. The man stared at the 
Terran. His eyes widened and he stammered meaningless words. After that, 
he collapsed. 


Evidently, thought Teschmann, the man assumed he was facing a Posbi. He 
went over to the fallen Springer who was trying to crawl away. Teschmann 
got a grip on him and lifted him up. The other seemed to be half maddened 
with fear. Teschmann was on the verge of reassuring him when a robot 
appeared and supported the wounded captive by the other arm. The 
machine obviously was heading toward the lift, so Teschmann had no other 
choice but to go along. The Springer groaned and attempted to break loose 
from them. When they came to the elevator, the robot activated several 
switches. The lift cage came into view again and stopped. Teschmann 
stepped into it with the Springer and the robot. The machine projected 
another impulse of some kind, and they glided upward. 


Teschmann was bathed in sweat. He couldn’t do anything other than to 
support the captive beside him. In desperate irony he was wondering which 
of them was more afraid than the other. The lift came to a stop. Tschubai, 
standing there with the other men, stepped back involuntarily. 


“Teschmann!” he blurted out “What’s going on?” 
“T’ve taken a captive,” he answered glumly. 


Here in the better light of the upper hall, the Springer saw who the “robots” 
really were, in spite of their camouflage. He babbled out a torrent of words. 
Undisturbed, the Springer robot dragged its former master along with it. 
Teschmann remained where he was, helpless to do anything. 


“We have to think of something,” said Andre Noir grimly. “First of all, I'd 
better give that fellow a hypno-block before he gets somewhere and 
babbles too much to the Posbis.” 


The Trader screamed and tried to tear himself loose, but all he could do 
was to stumble along next to the metallic legs of his captor in senseless 
rage. 

“We can’t help him at present,” said Tschubai. “We have to find ourselves 
a safe hiding place.” He thought a moment. “After we’ve found a suitable 
spot, ll teleport to Marshall to clue him in.” He swept an arm invitingly to 
the lift cage. “Gentlemen!” he said, pointedly. 


“Are you always so darned polite?” asked Hanson peevishly. 


Tschubai’s white teeth flashed in his dark face. “Only in hopeless 
situations,” he replied with dignity. 


Then he joined the rest of them in the elevator cage. 


4. 
THE MASTER BRAIN 


Atkins and Wuriu Sengu had arrived with their companions at the bunker 
and had been briefed by Marshal concerning their situation. Cliff Atkins 
was one of the best of the transmitter technicians, a broad-shouldered man 
with powerful hands and cool blue eyes. 


“We can’t wait any longer for Tschubai and his men,” said Marshall, 
concluding his briefing session. “Time is pressing. Maybe Ras will find a 
way to join us later.” 


Atkins shook the conveyor testily and grinned his satisfaction. Since he 
weighed over 200 pounds he generally had to inspect anything he was 
going to sit or lie on. 


Based on Pucky’s information, Marshall advised them: “Farther along, the 
passage becomes so narrow that we can’t get through on foot. So we have 
to climb onto this belt and let ourselves be carried along.” 


Sengu queried: “Do you think this way is better than simply making our 
way on the surface?” 


The telepath defended his reasoning. “From every standpoint we’re safer 
here from surprises. We’ll climb onto the belt at one-meter intervals. I'll be 
the first.” But when he started to climb up he was hindered considerably by 
his clumsy suit. 


“You don’t make a very athletic impression,’ remarked Dr. Bryant 
sarcastically. 


“Okay, Doc — wait till it’s your turn!” countered Marshall. 


To the accompaniment of laughter from the other men, Dr. Bryant followed 
the telepath. Marshall was glad that their tense mood had been relieved 
somewhat. He had reached the highest part of the support framework. 
Before him the belt traversed a drive roller and moved with unexpected 
swiftness. It was almost a meter wide, consisting of a flexible plastic 
material. 


He realized that it was not so simple a matter to get onto the belt. Any 
careless move could throw him from it. He clambered over the frame 
structure so that he was almost directly over the conveyor. Slowly, he let 
himself down. His feet had hardly touched the plastic surface before he felt 


himself jerked away with an irresistible force. The abrupt acceleration took 
his breath away, and for several seconds he lost his orientation. He lay on 
his stomach and was quickly carried away. When he carefully looked back 
he saw Dr. Bryant crouched in an awkward position and desperately trying 
to find his balance. Behind him, Islakker sprang upward over the frame. 
Like a gymnast, he landed on the belt on his feet. Marshall turned his 
attention to where he was going. True to Pucky’s report, the passage 
narrowed to such an extent that only the belt could get through. The 
darkness increased around him, broken only now and then by an inspection 
light that would flit past his eyes. 


“Can you see at all where we’re being transported?” called Dr. Bryant. 


Marshall laughed. “I thought by now you had fallen off, Doc,” he 
answered. “No, there’s nothing much to see, but I don’t want to take the 
risk of turning on my lamp.” 


Just then he received a telepathic call from Pucky: “All the men are on the 
belt,” reported the mousebeaver. “Now it’s my turn.” 


“Good,” Marshall telepathed back. “Be careful, little fellow.” 


He heard a loud curse in his helmet speaker, and immediately thereafter he 
was swept by a brilliant searchlight beam. 


“Lamps out!” he yelled angrily. “Who is that nut!?” 


“Excuse me, sir,” said somebody in a crestfallen tone. “I almost lost my 
weapon.” 


“Is that you, Delivry?” Marshall almost growled at him. “Just don’t do 
anything like that again!” 

Delivry was meekly silent, but inwardly he was vexed that he had to take 
orders from the mutant. After all, he was an expert in transmitter circuits 
and was no member of the combat troops. He straightened his energy rifle 
and turned off his light. 


John Marshall tried to penetrate the darkness ahead of him. He wondered if 
they had already passed one of the control points that Pucky had 
mentioned. It was not a very pleasant experience to be carried in an 
unknown direction without having the slightest idea of one’s surroundings. 
Suddenly he felt something scrape over his suit. An icy chill went through 
him but he soon calmed himself. Presumably it had been some kind of light 
package stripper that was completely harmless to them. 


“Watch out, Doc!” he called. “Don’t be frightened!” 


“Now you tell me!” complained Dr. Bryant. “Your warning came about 3 


meters too late!” 
Marshall chuckled. “But at least that’s...” 


His sentence was broken off as he felt himself thrown to one side by an 
irresistible force. He went head over heels and then found himself sliding 
down a steep incline at breakneck speed. He was about to bellow out a 
warning but he crashed heavily against something solid, was whirled 
around, then plummeted onward. Fortunately his suit took up the powerful 
shocks of impact. 


Something rolled past him and he held onto it firmly. His sense of touch 
told him that it was a human body encased in a flight suit and the plastic 
metal covering of a robot camouflage. 


The conveyor belt had thrown itself in another direction and raced onward 
somewhere into a side tunnel. Marshall realized that the thing that had 
scraped over him previously was not a stripper but some kind of sorting 
tester. The automatic conveyor system had simply checked its cargo, 
determining whether it should be carried onward or if it should be sent in 
another direction. Presumably, smaller packages could continue from this 
point, but human bodies were too large to be carried any farther on the belt. 


To avoid being smashed against a wall, Marshall’s only recourse was to 
turn on his lamp. The beam of light fanned out over a steep incline, down 
which the men were sliding. Farther below he made out collector devices: 
metal claws suspended from swinging arms. The thought of being grasped 
by an unfeeling gripper did not make the situation any more promising for 
the mutant. 


Cliff Atkins plunged past at close range, his heavy body twisting frantically 
in an attempt to stop himself. 

“Pucky!” thought Marshall urgently. “Stop the belt!” 

Perhaps with his telekinesis the mousebeaver could stop the conveyor 
before anybody got hurt. Atkins was the first to reach the gripper tongs. 
Somehow he managed for a brief moment to get his feet under him, but 
then he was grasped firmly and the swivel arm carried him out of range of 
the light. 

“They’ll notice it, John,” came Pucky’s stream of thought. “They would 
start checking immediately to find out what’s wrong with the belt.” 


“You're right,” was all Marshall had time to think back. 


He slid under a gripper arm, was caught and lifted up and swung around. 
Right after that he felt firm ground under his feet. A light shot through the 


darkness and he saw Atkins’ face. 
“T’d like to know where this is supposed to be,” he said. 


Marshall swept his own lamp around. Apparently they were in a closed 
chamber because everywhere the beam only revealed smooth walls. 


“Not a very big room,” remarked Atkins calmly. 


In the same moment, Dr. Bryant landed at their feet. With a moan he 
hobbled out of reach of the gripper tongs. 


“This is far from being a room,” retorted Marshall, breathing heavily. 
Atkins’ lamp described a brilliant arc. “Then what do you think it is?” 


“A storage bin. A container for some kind of material that’s equivalent to a 
human body in form and size.” 


Atkins looked down at himself. “What kind of material could that be?’ he 
asked. 


“It’s not very important to know. At the moment, what’s much more 
important for us is how we get out of here.” 


Gradually, all the men were assembled together. The light from their lamps 
fully illuminated the container bin. They had found Marshall’s analysis to 
be the most reasonable. In the ceiling they saw some locked apertures of 
some kind. On one side was an open segment through which the grippers 
came to dump material. 


Pucky and Tako Kakuta held a brief conference together. It was decided 
that Pucky would risk a teleport jump to the surface of the container to see 
how far they had penetrated the base. Without any preliminaries, Pucky 
dematerialized. 


Marshall established a telepathic contact with him, and seconds later the 
mousebeaver’s thoughts came through. 


“We've made it!” His joyous input carried an impression of new 
confidence. “John, we’re in the middle of a factory!” 


“Ts there some way to get out of here?” 


The answer came over the helmet speakers because Pucky had already 
returned. “It’s quite simple, John,” came his shrill voice. “This bin has a 
side opening. As soon as we think the timing is right, it won’t be any sweat 
for me to force it open with the old TK.” 


“What does it look like outside this box? Did you spot any of the Posbis?” 


“It’s a great big factory room,” Pucky reported eagerly, “everywhere the 
machines are operating under full automation. No Posbis around — just a 


few Springer robots here and there.” 


In the light of the lamps, the mousebeaver looked like a supernatural figure 
out of a bad dream. Marshall had uneasy thoughts about Tschubai. Thus 
far, everything had run smoothly. Whatever the teleporter and his men had 
run into, it hadn’t yet aroused the Posbis. Marshall took out the 
programming tape that was intended for the master positronic brain of the 
base. It was the task of the teleporters, Pucky and Kakuta, to insert it in the 
proper place. 


He turned over the thoroughly prepared tape to the Japanese. This small 
piece of metal foil represented the most important part of their mission. It 
would cause the master control to send a mechanical repair detail into the 
desert. The crashed Springer spaceship was to be repaired, and for this 
purpose it was to be brought into the wharf area. 


Such a daring plan could only have been conceived in the brain of a Terran, 
yet Marshall was aware of the dangerous learning capacity of the Posbis. 
The more often they contacted their human enemies, the better they could 
arm themselves against attacks, and the faster they could strike back. In 
time they could develop an immunity against any plan, however ingenious, 
almost like insects in immunology experiments where in the course of 
generations they became insensitive to various kinds of poisons. But the 
Posbis didn’t need those “generations” because they cleverly attuned 
themselves to the mentality of Terrans. 


The horrible thought struck Marshall that it would one day be possible for 
the Posbis to become human imitations, figuratively speaking — imitations 
that would be superior to the originals. This had been one of Van Moders’ 
theories. 


Marshall knew very well that he would not have to caution Kakuta to 
handle the program tape carefully. The diminutive Japanese mutant 
understood the importance of the mission just as well as Marshall. 
Nevertheless he warned him: “Don’t take any risk, Tako. Give yourself 
time for your work.” 

“The master control room will be easy to find,” interjected Pucky. “But I 
think the Posbis monitor the commands of the positronicon.” 

“Undoubtedly they do,” agreed Marshall. “So they shouldn’t become 
suspicious if we march along with the repair detail to the TOTZTA IX, since 
it will involve a programmed command.” 

“Okay, Chief,” said Kakuta, reassured. “Pucky, let’s jump!” 


“Wait up a sec!” cried Pucky. “First I want to spring open the door of this 


container.” The paranormal powers of the mousebeaver went into action. 


“Wuriu,” said Marshall, “is anybody close by on the outside of this 
chamber?” 


Sengu’s spying eyes could see through the metal without effort. He 
confirmed that no one was nearby. Pucky continued his work. Suddenly a 
bright slit appeared in the dark surface of the container bin. 


“Lamps out!” ordered Marshall swiftly. 


“That should do it, John,” said Pucky. “Any time you guys want out, you 
can open her up with no strain.” 


10 seconds later he had vanished along with Kakuta. Marshall went to the 
slit in the wall and peered out cautiously. Before him stretched a huge room 
with seven sections, each of which was served by a magnetic crane. 
Everything was fully automated. Individual components or assemblies were 
rolling along the assembly line from one manufacturing process to another. 
Between the machines Marshall observed a few Springer robots. 


When he turned back toward the container room, the entering light made it 
possible for him to see each one of his companions. “From this moment 
on,” he said emphatically, “each of us is a member of the mechanical repair 
team of the Springer base.” 


Cliff Atkins sighed. It could be noted that he didn’t feel too confident about 
his new field of work. And with good reason. 


k 


No great deductive powers were necessary for finding the master 
positronicon of the space-wharf. The Galactic Traders always built their 
strongholds according to the same system. Only once in a while were 
certain insignificant variations made. With only the third teleport jump, 
Pucky and Kakuta came close, to the object of their search. Two Posbis 
were present in the vicinity, but they gave no indication that they were 
aware of the presence of the mutants. 


With the fourth jump they teleported directly into the control center. 
Kakuta took less than 3 minutes to insert the programming tape according 
to instructions. Meanwhile, Pucky guarded the entrances. A single special 
Springer robot was in the room, but it remained undisturbed. 


“So,” said Kakuta, taking a deep breath as he stepped back. “Right now the 
positronicon is starting to send out its first new impulses. The repair detail 
will be assembled.” 


Pucky observed the polished front panels of the machine suspiciously. No 
matter in what form, he couldn’t place any great trust in robots. “Let’s 
scram out of here before there’s any trouble,” he chirped. 

Kakuta was amused at the thought that of all creatures, Pucky had to run 
around under a robot camouflage. “Of all of us,” he said sarcastically, 
“your camouflage is the best, I think you could fool the shrewdest Posbi.” 
“T don’t know about that,” said Pucky uncertainly. “I don’t feel especially 
good in this thing.” 

“You'll get used to it,” Kakuta told him, and then dematerialized. 

Pucky also set himself for a teleport jump. 

Marshall, who had been tensely waiting, listened with satisfaction to their 
reports. “Now all we have to do is time ourselves for the right moment,” he 
said. “And then we’ll close ranks with the repair column.” 

Thus far they had been able to work more or less in concealment, but that 
was now a thing of the past. The time had come to appear on the surface of 
the base — right in the midst of the Posbis. 


5. 
DILEMMA 


A macabre procession emerged from the space-wharf and pressed into the 
desert. At the head of the ragged line was a giant machine whose 
ponderous rollers swirled up storms of dust and bored through the sand as it 
gnashed its way along. Close behind it came 4 unique figures which were 
evidently keeping pace with a great effort. They seemed somehow 
awkward or clumsy in their form and gait us they moved beneath a 
shimmering metallic fabric that enclosed them. Now and then, one of these 
figures would utter a cursing sound. Behind these four marched 15 Springer 
robots, but they uttered no curses, nor were they the least concerned about 
keeping up with the pace set by the machine. Somewhat farther back a 
larger group of camouflaged men fought their way through the wasteland 
amidst groanings and moanings. This was the more ragged part of the 
column as they staggered alternately in pairs or in an uneven single file. 
The end of the procession was made up of 15 additional Springer robots as 
well as a juggernaut machine that was even more colossal than the one at 
the head of the line. But it was equally swift, so that the men between the 
two had no other recourse than to match their pace. 


The 4 Terrans behind the lead machine were Marshall, Kakuta, Atkins and 
Dr. Bryant. Atkins glared hate at the gyrating rear end of the machine, but 
that didn’t make it move any slower. It was not possible to see what lay 
before them because the width of the great vehicle blocked their view. All 
they could do was to drag themselves after the monster and hope that they 
would soon reach the wreck. 


“To tell you the truth,” said Atkins, puffing his way along, “I didn’t think 
this trek was going to be so tough.” He glanced once behind them. “Maybe 
we could just ease the effort a little by using our suit propulsion. After all, 
there’s not a Posbi in sight.” 


When they had first marched out of the base in even file with the robots, a 
similar idea had occurred to Marshall. But he had told himself that it would 
be better to suffer this discomfort than to be discovered by the Posbis. 
“Keep your feet on the ground,” he ordered. “The Posbis are closer than we 
think.” 


“Think?” retorted Atkins sullenly. “I gave that up when we started this 


mission!” 


Dr. Bryant’s wavering course had led him slightly to one side of their line. 
When the machine threw up a cloud of sand and changed its direction, he 
had a chance to look past it. “I can see the wreck from here,” he 
announced. “We only have a few hundred meters left to go.” 


Tama Yokida, the telekinetic mutant, was heard from: “Sir, will we have to 
retrace our steps the whole distance like this again?” 


“T think we can spare ourselves that,” answered Marshall. “I presume that 
both these machines are equipped with antigrav generators so that they can 
transport the Springer ship to the wharf. While that’s going on, we can be 
looking around inside.” 


The TOTZTA IX had made an emergency landing on the flank of a low 
range of hills, where it had gouged a niche for itself in the sand. Before it 
was wrecked, the ship had been classed as a modern, heavily-armed 
warship. Had Patriarch Totztal still been alive, the loss of the vessel would 
have been very painful to him. Of course, all damages could be repaired, 
but the TOTZTA IX would never be quite itself again. 


The machine at the head of the repair column moved to the far end of the 
derelict. Marshall and his three companions stopped by an open airlock to 
see what the robots were going to do. In comparison to the great bulk of the 
Mounders’ battleship, the big work machines appeared small. The robots 
came and entered the ship without hesitation. They separated into small 
groups, each of which was apparently assigned to a special task. 


“What are we still waiting for?” asked Marshall. 


They followed the robots inside. They noted that nowhere were there any 
major damages. For most of the mutants, entering a Springer long ship was 
no new experience. Marshall knew approximately what direction to follow 
in order to reach the Control Central. He left two men at the airlock to keep 
an eye on the desert. With quick hand signals he divided the rest of them 
into three groups and sent them into different sections of the ship. He 
continued onward toward the Control Central in the company of Pucky, 
Yokida, Atkins and Dr. Bryant. 


They encountered three Springer robots who passed them carrying a 
damaged piece of equipment. With all of his senses keenly alert, Marshall 
traversed the corridors of the wreck, until they finally reached the entrance 
of the Control Central. He gripped the metal lock handle of the door and 
pressed it down. The hatch seemed to be slightly jammed because it yielded 
stubbornly. When he had opened it only a slit wide, the mutant peered 


inside. The place was brightly lighted. At least 7 Posbis were working with 
the ship’s positronicon. 


Marshall drew back swiftly. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Atkins impatiently. 

“The Posbis!” said Marshall. “They’re already in there.” 
“How many?” asked Kakuta. 


“Seven, maybe more. They’re working on the positronic computer. But that 
means at least that they’re not much interested in the arrival of the repair 
Crews.” Marshall leaned back against the wall, reviewing his thoughts. 
Sooner or later they had expected to come into close contact with the 
Posbis — but that it had to happen precisely here and now was an 
unfortunate coincidence. 


“But we have to get in there!” exclaimed Dr. Bryant. “If we can’t find out 
which power stations are still intact on this ship, we can’t connect the 
transmitter!” 


“IT know,” said Marshall dejectedly. 


Cliff Atkins leaned his powerful body against the hatch door in an attempt 
to force it open further. Marshall did not deter him. They would simply 
have to rely on the hope that the Posbis would take them for robots. It 
could not be assumed that they could connect up the transmitter without 
being observed at all. Once they were back at the space-wharf, certainly 
still other Posbis would come on board. 


“Let me do that,” whispered Yokida. Under the influence of his telekinetic 
powers the door opened completely. Marshall knew that any hesitation now 
would betray them, so he stepped decisively into the room. 


The Posbis interrupted their work and straightened up their bizarre bodies. 
Marshall continued onward as if this was of no concern to him. He hoped 
fervently that no mistakes would occur. Altogether there were actually 9 
Posbis present, as two had been hidden from view until now. Marshall 
expected to be attacked at any moment, but the strange beings from the 
inter-cosmic void turned silently back to their interrupted labors. Marshall 
approached the flight controls. Beside him, Atkins almost overdid his role 
as a robot us he came to the console and bent down with a mechanical 
deliberation. Marshall went down on one knee beside him. 


“What will we do when the Springer robots get here?” inquired Atkins. 
“Certainly they’ll come into the Control Central.” 


Marshall glanced at Dr. Bryant, who was busying himself at the indicators 


and controls. The transmitter expert grunted with satisfaction as his hands 
glided over the various switches. Yokida stood beside him and tried to 
imitate his movements as best he could. Kakuta and Pucky began to work 
with the communications equipment, us if they had never done anything 
else in their lives. 


Suddenly a shudder ran through the massive hull of the ship, and it began 
to move. As if driven by silent engines, it was lifted above the desert by 
antigrav forces. Marshall kept a critical eye on the controls, but the 
TOTZTA IX maintained its horizontal position. 


Islakker entered the chamber and crossed it inconspicuously until he 
reached Marshall. “The transmitter is located in one of the lower holds,” he 
said. “Judging from a first inspection, it’s completely in order.” 


“Td be willing to say that the power stations are still working,” added Dr. 
Bryant. “It looks as if we’re in luck.” 


“T’ve had a close look at the transmitter,’ continued Islakker. Marshall 
detected a note of concern in his voice. “It’s one of the big Akon 
transmitters. Doc, we're going to have trouble with the power 
connections.” 


As if affronted, Bryant contradicted him: “With Atkins’ help Pll make 
anything operate that even looks halfway like a transmitter.” 


Atkins agreed with him but Islakker stuck to his argument. 


“We have to install at least 4 master relays,” he explained. “It isn’t possible 
to connect the transmitter directly to a power station. It would be too risky. 
I’m in agreement with the other technicians on this. Power input to the 
transmitter can only be controlled through a series of interstage circuits. 
You know how critical the power supply is for these Akon transmitters. 
The smallest current deviations can cause a catastrophe.” 


Marshall felt it was time to enter the conversation. “By your reckoning,” he 
asked, “how long would it take you to install these interstage circuits?” 


“At least 6 hours,” admitted Dr. Bryant reluctantly. 


Marshall saw their smoothly operating plan collapse like a house of cards. 
He had to rely completely on the judgement of his experts. Six hours! In 
that time the Posbis would be aware of everything. He knew that it would 
be an impossibility to delay 6 hours while doing the preparatory work. If 
they tried it, they just wouldn’t make it. 


“What now, John?” asked Pucky dejectedly. 


“From where we stand now, I’d say we’ll have to abort the mission,” 


replied the telepath. 


“Wait a minute!” exclaimed Atkins. “If I’m not mistaken, the Springers are 
no experts, either, at hooking up this kind of transmitter, so —” 


“By all the planets!” interrupted Marshall. “I think I know what you’re 
getting at!” 

“The Akon scientists among the prisoners,” said Atkins. “They were here 
to assemble their own transmitter. The Posbis must have put them with the 
Springers in one of the domes.” 


With this new hope, Marshall’s decisiveness also returned. There was still a 
small chance of pursuing the mission, but they would have to act fast. 
“Cliff, we need those Akon scientists,” he said to Atkins. “There must be a 
way of bringing them here without arousing the suspicions of the Posbis.” 


The technicians from the Blue System would certainly be able to connect 
the transmitter in the shortest possible time, aided by the Terrans. Of course 
there would be difficulties involved in locating the sparse number of Akons 
among about 9000 prisoners. But Marshall figured that while Pucky and 
Kakuta were finding them, the Terran technicians could have made all the 
preparations. 


“We'll get them for you!” said Pucky boldly. A part of his boldness was in 
revealing that he had “snooped” on the thoughts of his leader. 


“That’s probably our only hope,” Marshall answered. “Kakuta and Pucky 
can move quickly from dome to dome until they find the Akons.” He 
thought a moment. “Of course they have to be supplied with robot 
disguises and individual absorbers — otherwise the Posbis will detect their 
presence immediately.” 


Kakuta made a suggestion. “Once we’ve found them we can take them to 
the camp in the desert and fit them out with what they need.” 


Marshall gave a sign of dismissal. “Hurry,” he urged them. “But leave the 
Control Central before you dematerialize. I don’t know how our friends 
here would react if they saw two ‘genuine’ Springer robots vanish before 
their eyes.” 


6. 
LIBERTY FOR SALE 


Tohobal was the eldest among the prisoners in Station V. Although no one 
had appointed him, for some time he had been a kind of head man in the 
dome. He was not overly intelligent although he considered himself 
thoroughly qualified to take over the office of a patriarch. Before his 
imprisonment, Tohobal had been an overseer of spare parts department VII, 
where he had been engaged in peaceful and pleasant work. His hatred of 
the Posbis had lessened somewhat when he noted that the rest of the 
Traders here began to accept his leadership. At this time there were about 
600 Springers in Station V. 


Tohobal had set up the semblance of an office. There was a table and chair, 
with additional tables on either side, so that the impression was given that 
this was a place of important business. The Springer would sit at his table 
and look for any opportunity to enhance his prestige. 


Inwardly he realized that most of the prisoners were fairly indifferent to his 
“office,” and in fact they ignored it. A few of the others, thought it 
important to keep strict order even in their imprisonment. This group gave 
Tohobal what support they could. 


For the nth time, Tohobal sorted the few sheets of paper he had spread out 
on the table. They were covered with meaningless scrawls. Cautiously, he 
looked across the room at the Akons who had isolated themselves from the 
others. These scientists from the Blue System were a sinister lot, he 
thought. In them he sensed a superior arrogance. It was a sort of 
withdrawn, overbearing attitude which they never failed to exhibit to the 
Traders with whom they had to work. Every time he had to speak to one of 
the Akons it rubbed him the wrong way. But he knew that this was a sign 
of his own mental inferiority. 


It occurred to Tohobal that the air in the dome had become muggy and 
stuffy. No wonder, he thought angrily, because these mysterious robots had 
crowded the prisoners too much together in the dwelling units. He leaned 
over his table and stared, lost in thought, at the rectangular area formed by 
the tables, which was meant to represent a kind of entrance to his office. 


Then, in a sudden flash, a figure appeared directly before his table! It 
emerged from a faint, shimmering cloud and was like a picture out of focus 


for a second or so, before it solidified. Later Tohobal maintained that only a 
man with iron nerves like himself could have faced this unexpected sight 
without dying of shock. 


In reality, in that first moment he thought that he was the victim of an 
hallucination. He rubbed his eyes with his hairy hands, closed them for a 
moment, and hoped that when he opened them everything would be as 
before. But when he looked again, a second figure had appeared beside the 
first. Tohobal emitted a hoarse scream, crying for help, and was about to 
take cover under the table. 


“The fool!” said Kakuta exasperatedly. “He’ll drive everyone crazy with 
that uproar!” 


The prisoners became aware of the Japanese mutant and Pucky. However, 
since they had not witnessed the manner of their entry they limited 
themselves to merely inspecting them suspiciously. Tohobal gripped the 
edge of the table. His sweating face was twisted in fear and his eyes rolled 
wildly. Kakuta opened his helmet so that the Springers could see who he 
really was. The individual absorber device would prevent any nearby 
Posbis from detecting his mental emanations. 


“Calm yourself!” said Kakuta forcefully. 

“Where have you come from?” asked Tohobal in a mixture of Intercosmo 
and some atrocious Springer dialect. 

Kakuta gave him his inscrutable Asiatic smile. “We don’t have time for any 


explanations. You no doubt wish to escape from your imprisonment here. If 
you respond quickly to this new situation, we can help you.” 

Breathing heavily, Tohobal struggled to comprehend it all. Accustomed 
only to a systematic rut of thinking, his brain was taxed severely with the 
problem. A number of other Springers approached them more closely. 

“Are you Terrans?” queried Tohobal cautiously. 

Kakuta nodded. He was not happy that the Springers were crowding all 
about the table area. Under no circumstance did he want to attract the 
Posbis’ attention to himself. 

Tohobal snorted. “Of all people, why should the Terrans want to help us 
get out of this mess?” 

Kakuta knew that if he tried to answer the question he could spend hours 
with this dull, witted man. So he sharply returned a counter-question: “Are 
there any Akons in this room?” 


Involuntarily, Tohobal gave a sign of confirmation. Pucky meanwhile had 


been scanning the men telepathically, and now he shook Kakuta’s arm. 
“Over there, Tako,” said the mousebeaver. 


The Japanese mutant looked where he was pointing. Four slender, apathetic 
looking men were sitting together on a narrow bench. Their sharp-cut 
features reflected no sign of emotion. 


“Little buddy,” said Kakuta, “go get the special equipment!” He realized 
there was no time to teleport the Akons to the desert camp. 


Pucky responded immediately and dematerialized in front of the assembled 
Springers. In a few minutes he would be back with what the Akon 
scientists would need. Without troubling himself further with Tohobal, 
Kakuta went over to the Akons. They looked at him calmly as if he were a 
scientific specimen of no especial interest. 


Kakuta stopped in front of the bench. He was familiar with all types of 
racial pride, artificial hauteur and lordliness. For him these were 
characteristics which were to be expected of most of the greater galactic 
civilizations. But he realized immediately that the Akons would never start 
a conversation on their own initiative. He didn’t reproach them for this 
attitude, because after all they had been raised among entities who had 
made a habit of it. 


“T have come to offer you our cooperation,” said Kakuta calmly. “We need 
your help in order to arrange for the flight of these 9000 prisoners.” 


The tallest of the Akons merely crossed his leg. His brilliant eyes gazed 
penetratingly at the teleporter. “We have already considered every 
possibility of escape,” he informed Kakuta patronizingly. “There is not the 
slightest chance for even a single man to flee from here. Now you come 
along and propose to free everybody at once. That is absurd.” 


Kakuta had to force himself to remain calm. “But I tell you there is still a 
way: the transmitter on board the TOTZTA IX. You must help us to put it in 
operation. We can do it ourselves if we have to, but that would require too 
much time.” 

A mild interest seemed to light the eyes of another Akon. Kakuta 
suspected, nevertheless, that he could not count on convincing these 
scientists to cooperate voluntarily. 

This second man was evidently the spokesman now for the Akons, and he 
spoke with subtle irony. “How will you manage to get 9000 Springers to 
the transmitter?” he inquired. 


“As soon as we have connected the transmitter, Perry Rhodan will stage an 


attack with 5000 ships, to create confusion among the Posbis. At the same 
time, 10,000 combat robots will be landed on Panotol to distract the enemy 
with their attacks.” Kakuta gave them a brief summary of the rest of the 
intended actions of the Solar Fleet. 


“Perry Rhodan,” said the Akon pensively. Evidently the name of the 
Administrator had rekindled in the memory of the Akons the countless 
attempts the Blue System had made to break the power of this legendary 
man. “Perry Rhodan,” he repeated. “How can he issue such an order? Does 
no one on Terra know what kind of enemy they face? Have your scientists 
ever really analyzed the nature of the Posbis?” 


Directly in the proximity of Kakuta and the Akons, a human figure 
materialized, carrying two robot camouflage suits over his shoulder. 


“Ras!” exclaimed Kakuta, mystified. “Where did you come from?” 


“From our camp in the desert. Pucky told me that I was needed here.” He 
guessed the other’s unspoken question. “My men are safe. They’re hiding 
out in the sewers of one of the domes until everything is over with. We ran 
into trouble and were held up.” 


Pucky materialized with two more of the camouflage suits. “Ras was just 
taking it easy,” he explained. “I thought he wasn’t carrying his load, so I 
brought him along.” 


Kakuta took one of the camouflage suits and weighed it in his hand 
reflectively. Then he placed it on the bench next to one of the Akons. “Put 
that on,” he ordered. 


The Akon stood up. He was a very slender man with a close-fitting 
uniform. He regarded the Japanese mutant in outraged dignity. He grasped 
the suit and threw it disgustedly to the floor. “Berhaan will do nothing 
which he does not consider proper,” he said proudly. 


Kakuta pulled out his narco beamer and aimed it with unmistakable intent 
at Berhaan. He stooped down, lifted the suit again, and held it out to the 
Akon. “Well?” he asked quietly. 

Suddenly Berhaan laughed. He took the camouflage suit and drew it 
carelessly over his body. With a signal from Kakuta the other three Akons 
also received a suit. Unresistingly they put on the metallic fabric. Kakuta 
lowered his beamer. 

“How many Terrans are presently on Panotol?” asked Berhaan. 

“Fifty,” answered Kakuta. 


The Akons exchanged glances significantly. They expressed what they 


obviously did not intend to say: fifty men would not suffice to liberate even 
a single Springer. 

“T admire your courage,” said Berhaan. “But Rhodan’s plan has nothing to 
do with it. This is all an act of desperation.” 


The teleporter would like to have explained that the Solar Imperium had 
often been saved by desperate deeds. But the scientist would probably not 
understand, and besides the time was running out. He checked the 
individual absorbers that the Akons were wearing. He briefly explained the 
purpose of the devices. 


“What do you intend to do with these men?” asked Tohobal inquisitively. 


Ignoring the old Springer, Kakuta turned to Berhaan. “We will now take 
you on board the TOTZTA IX. This will involve teleportation. You, 
Berhaan, and one of your colleagues, will make the jump with Pucky. You 
other two will come with Ras and me.” 


Berhaan’s scientific interest was awakened. He regarded Pucky, who 
waddled slowly toward him. “Do you mean to say that this little creature 
can take us with him by some sort of piggyback system?’ he asked 
incredulously. 

“You will see,” replied Kakuta. “All you have to do is take his hand. That’s 
enough for his paranormal powers to have their effect on you.” 

“It’s a trap!” shouted Tohobal gratingly. “Watch out, Berhaan, it’s a trap!” 
“Be still!’ said the other Akon disapprovingly. “You are spoiling an 
unprecedented opportunity, which may never come again.” 

Tohobal became silent. His sense of authority had slipped away and he saw 
himself as superfluous. Angrily, he retreated back to his “office.” A minute 
later, it was all over. Only the fact that the Akons had disappeared 
convinced Tohobal that he had not been dreaming. 


7. 
A CRISIS OF TIMING 


Berhaan emerged from the transmitter with Atkins. Together they had been 
working hard for an hour. Atkins looked exhausted but be gave himself no 
respite. The Akons had explained to the Terran technicians that it was 
unnecessary to provide an interstage circuit for controlling the power input. 
The transmitter had a built-in regulator which would enable Berhaan to 
easily adjust it to the output of the ship’s power station. Marshall’s initial 
distrust of the men from the Blue System had dissolved quickly after he 
had thoroughly searched their minds. 


Fortunately, the Posbis came into the storage bold infrequently. Principally 
they were concentrated in the Control Central where they concerned 
themselves with machines that were still not functioning. At least 100 
Posbis were now in the ship, occupied with repairs. Whenever a Springer 
robot or a disguised Terran approached, they would readily give them room 
but would closely watch their work. Marshall was aware of being on a 
volcano that could erupt at any moment. 


“We’re making progress,” said Atkins with satisfaction. “Dr. Bryant has 
synchronized the third-stage amplifier already. Berhaan is now going to 
adjust the transmitter to the receiver on board the ALEXANDER.” 


By now Marshall’s concern was less for the transmitter project than it was 
for the captive Springers. Naturally the Traders had become aware of the 
presence of the Terrans. Pucky reported that he had been picking up 
thought waves indicating that the prisoners were in an increasing state of 
agitation. It was expected that sooner or later the Posbis would take note of 
these strong mental impulses. 


Marshall left the cargo bold to go back to the Control Central, where he 
found Islakker working with other technicians. They were standing by for 
the right moment to transfer the ship’s power to the transmitter. His 
constant need to mimic the movements of a robot often depressed him with 
negative thoughts, as now; when he considered the almost insuperable 
odds. Was their whole project worth it? True, in any case the Posbis must 
be prevented from getting vital information, but what would happen if all 
of them became prisoners? Then the Posbis would have an even better 
source of information concerning their enemy. 


In front of Marshall a Springer robot was working on a device that had 
been installed on the wall at shoulder level. Next to the robot stood a Posbi, 
looking on. Each time Marshall encountered the enemy he struggled to 
force himself to come close to one of them. Reason told him that he could 
not be detected, but his emotions urged him to flee from any place where 
these creatures were located. 


He continued his approach while keeping an eye on the Posbi. But just 
when he joined the Springer robot as if to help, a jet of flame shot out of the 
apparatus on the wall. Suddenly blinded, Marshall fell back. He stumbled 
and fell, aware of the robot collapsing also. 


It’s all over with, he thought dazedly. He had an inner impression of 
frightening emptiness. Everything had been working until now, but his 
inexcusable mistake had shattered the whole mission. 


When the Posbi started to move, Marshall involuntarily gripped his 
concealed weapon. Since the game was up, he thought, he might as well 
give an account of himself. However, before he could pull out the 
disintegrator, the Posbi came to the side of the Springer robot and slowly 
bent over to examine it. With great care, he began to remove the machine’s 
metal breastplate. 


Marshall suddenly realized that the Posbi wanted to see what was wrong 
with the robot. This meant that the monster had not yet become aware of 
his own true nature. But it also indicated that in a few moments the thing 
would come over to him and try to open his “breastplate,” as well. 
Marshall’s mind raced feverishly but the closeness of the enemy would not 
allow his thoughts to get organized. The Posbi inspected the robot carefully 
and finally straightened up with a human-like attitude of resignation. 
Marshall shuddered. Was there no way of dodging this fate? He could do 
nothing but stare at the Posbi as it came slowly but determinedly toward 
him. 


Their appearance was as phantomesque as ever. Without generating any 
response from the THEODORICH’s warp sensors, the fragment ship 
emerged from hyperspace. These were the reinforcement for the Posbis 
who were stationed on Panotol. 


Perry Rhodan watched the space-tracking screens as the cubical vessels 
penetrated the Panot System. Evidently the Posbis were planning to 
transport their captives away, and probably soon. 


“There are at least 40 more ships,” commented Claudrin pessimistically. 
“That’s not going to make our job any easier.” 


“Just be glad,” Rhodan told him, “that their numbers don’t come anywhere 
near matching ours.” 


The long-awaited ready signal from the ALEXANDER had still not come 
through. Rhodan knew how the time left to them was rapidly dwindling 
down. If Marshall failed to free the Springers in the next hour or so, the 
Posbis would begin loading them into their ships. 


Rhodan was visited by a ghastly thought. Why not issue an order to drop 
fusion bombs on Panotol? The 50-man commando team would have time to 
save themselves. And the Springers? Hadn’t they been giving nothing but 
trouble to the Solar Imperium for many decades? Whenever it was a matter 
of life and death, had they ever hesitated to take advantage of the Terrans? 


Rhodan pulled himself together. He had no right to think this way. Still less 
did he have the right to condemn. 9000 Galactic Traders to death, just 
because the Earth was in danger. He closed his eyes for a brief moment. 
Again and again he had to remind himself that he was only human, and 
therefore not immune to temptation. 


He suddenly spoke with unusual emphasis. “We have to send a telepathic 
report to Marshall about the arrival of the fragment ships.” 


Bell looked at him gravely. The sturdy 2nd-in-command was always quick 
to sense when his friend was groping for new balance. 


“John will have to speed it up,” Rhodan continued. “If he doesn’t succeed 
in bringing the Springers to the transmitter pretty soon, we’ll have to 
abandon the mission.” 


Backing up the THEODORICH were 5000 Terran and Arkonide 
spaceships. A portion of these consisted of the reinforcing task force under 
command of Atlan, who had meanwhile gathered them together. For the 
first time in the history of the Solar Imperium, 5000 ships had been 
mobilized for the sole purpose of confusing the enemy, to divert their 
attention from events occurring within their own camp. As soon as the 
transmitter started functioning, Rhodan would give an order for the second 
attack. Swift cruisers and Arkonide warships under Atlan would attack the 
planet directly. They were to avoid hitting the industrial installations, but 
their target line encircled the entire perimeter of the base. 


At present the THEODORICH was far removed from Panotol. On the big 
panob screen the planet had shrunk to the size of an orange. When the time 
came, the Terran fleet would attack in two waves, with the THEODORICH 


out in front because of the fictive transmitter. 


Rhodan felt a weariness permeate his being. He thought of the things they 
might all have achieved if the totality of human enterprise and creative 
genius and all the raw materials and industry had been turned to other 
purposes. Their greatest efforts and expenditures only went to the military 
side of the ledger. He thought ruefully of the possibilities of the Solar 
Imperium if it were not for their enemies. Mankind could have expanded 
effortlessly. Science and research could have entered a golden age. 


Instead, the path of the humanoid civilizations was strewn with millions of 
the dead, with burning ships and molten planets, and the Imperium bristled 
with armaments of every kind. Its battle fronts extended across the entire 
galaxy. But then, perhaps, they would not have come even this far without 
their instinct for self-defense. Now as ever, Nature drove a hard bargain: 
survival of the fittest. 


No, he corrected himself, not the fittest but rather those who could adapt 
themselves to events with shrewd responsibility, those who in decisive 
moments could demonstrate firmness, wisdom and insight. On the other 
hand, there might be a race that was still more advanced than humankind 
who would one day call a halt to it all. 


The Posbis could not be such a race. They couldn’t be! 


ok 


The Posbi was still 2 meters away from Marshall when he suddenly felt 
something grasp him from behind and raise him up. He was about to make 
a frightened outcry when he caught the glint of metallic texture which he 
recognized as a robot camouflage. 

“T’m telling you, Chief!” said Yokida grimly. “It was never harder for me 
to imitate the slow pace of a robot!” 

The Posbi had come to a halt and was silently observing them. Yokida 
supported Marshall and moved slowly away with him. 


“It was a pure coincidence that I left the cargo hold right after you did. 
When I saw you fall I expected the worst.” Yokida chuckled but Marshall 
knew it was merely from relief. 


He whispered back: “The Posbi is following us.” 


The mutant glanced behind him. “Well, we’re lucky they never interfere 
with the work of the Springer robots. I’m sure he just wants to see what I 
do with you.” 


Marshall swallowed hard. They weren’t out of danger yet. “That’s just it, 
Tama. He’s waiting for you to repair me. He seems to take a great interest 
in that kind of activity.” 


The Posbi remained close on their heels. Marshall felt like a man who had 
been given a last reprieve from execution due to a temporary failure of 
current to his electric chair. 


“This is getting sticky,” muttered Yokida. “What will we do, Chief? I can’t 
just start taking you apart!” 


Into the confused welter of Marshall’s thoughts came the telepathic 
message from the THEODORICH: “Speed it up, John. New fragment ships 
have arrived and are approaching Panotol. You have to act quickly now!” 


Little beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. He had to force himself to 
carry on. But how could he shake off the Posbi and be free to work? 
Yokida was still putting on his act while supporting him. He didn’t dare 
send his companion away. They were slowly getting closer to the main 
control consoles where there were several other Posbis. The other Terran 
technicians had no choice but to work in close proximity to the enemy. 


The original Posbi was still close behind them. For Marshall the tension 
was almost too much to bear. More than once his trembling hand had 
touched the place where his weapon was hidden. 


“Hey, what’s wrong with you?” called Islakker, glancing up from his work. 
“Were you wounded?” 


While Marshall filled him in on what happened, Yokida guided him over to 
a corner. He let Marshall slip to the floor and then bent over him. Behind 
him he could sense the presence of the Posbi. He could practically see 
those cold lenses focused on him with a dispassionate interest. 


“We’re almost ready,” said Islakker. “Dr. Bryant is already standing by for 
a test jump.” 

Marshall could see Yokida’s grim face behind his viewplate. He read the 
other’s silent question — but then the Japanese spoke urgently. 

“T have to do something, Chief! I can’t just stand here. That devil is waiting 
for me to repair you!” In desperation he began to tear away at Marshall’s 
metallic camouflage. 

Then Islakker let out a triumphant cry. For a moment the presence of the 
Posbis was forgotten. “The transmitter!” he shouted. “It’s working!” 


ok 


The entrance arch of the transmitter had been empty but a moment before. 
Now a man stepped out of it. He removed his robot camouflage and opened 
his helmet, breathing a sigh of relief. Col. Pfayl, commander of the 
ALEXANDER, stepped forward and shook his hand. 


“['m Dr. Bryant,” said the man in the flight suit. “The transmitter is 
working now. Report this at once to Rhodan.” 


A gesture from Pfayl was enough to set the First Officer of the 
ALEXANDER in motion. The colonel looked expectantly at the transmitter. 


“When will the first of the prisoners come through?” he asked. 


Bryant rubbed a hand over his face. The certainty of success brought with it 
an awareness of his fatigue. He smiled. “The Springers are still in the dome 
shelters. We have to wait until Rhodan attacks. Only then can we make an 
attempt to free the captives.” 


Col. Pfayl stared at him questioningly. “We?” he repeated incredulously. 
“You intend to go back to Panotol?” 


Dr. Bryant knew that the commander would not understand. No one who 
had not been in the action on Panotol would be able to understand. 


“Here you are safe!” urged Pfayl. “The others will be able to carry on 
without you now.” 


The scientist snapped his helmet shut. He took the robot camouflage 
material and drew it over him again. The colonel observed him in silence. 
Bryant was aware of a bond of loyalty that tied him to the men on Panotol 
as never before. He belonged to those commandos down there; he was a 
part of their desperate undertaking. 


“T was there at the start of it all,” he said to Pfayl. “I shall also be there at 
the end of it.”” With these words, he turned back into the transmitter. 


Pfayl waited several moments, completely motionless. Then his voice 
sounded throughout the ALEXANDER as he issued his commands. The 
final preparations for receiving the 9000 Springers were undertaken. 


k 


5000 spherical warships appeared almost simultaneously from hyperspace 
and began their attack on the fragment ships hovering over Panotol. The 
panicked reaction of the Posbis indicated that they had not counted on a 
second attack, because they were taken by surprise. Already, several groups 
of hundreds of Terran ships were bringing the enemy vessels under fire. 
The THEODORICH fought alone while the fictive transmitter aimed bolt 


after bolt of destruction at the fragment ships. One of Atlan’s robot 
warships was split asunder by a direct double hit. 


Perry Rhodan observed the course of battle from the Control Central of the 
THEODORICH. The Posbi ships began to organize themselves into 
formation. The Terran fleet was already suffering increasing losses. Rhodan 
ordered all damaged ships back because they were helpless against the 
fragment vessels. 


60 fast cruisers of the State class plunged down into the atmosphere of 
Panotol. Medium-sized atom bombs were dropped around the perimeter of 
the stronghold. The flames of the might explosions reached into the upper 
levels of the atmosphere. At close range to the THEODORICH another 
fragment ship was shattered. But with every shot of the fictive transmitter 
their supply of super bombs dwindled. 


This fear was expressed by Maj. Slide Nacro over the speaker: “We only 
have 14 bombs left, sir,” he said. “Then we’ll have to pull back.” 


The Posbis had long since realized that the Solar Fleet flagship was their 
most dangerous opponent, so they were concentrating their bombardment 
on the THEODORICH. Finally, Claudrin had no choice but to duck back 
into the libration zone if he didn’t want to risk having the defense screens 
collapse under the raging fire of the enemy. 


The other ships of the Solar Fleet kept the Posbis so busy that they didn’t 
have time to think of landing the new contingent on Panotol. Repeatedly, 
small squadrons of spherical warships would thrust into the fray with 
lightning swiftness, but only in isolated cases did they succeed in causing 
any damage. Without the THEODORICH and its irreplaceable fictive 
transmitter, the battle would have been entirely one-sided. 


During the next attack of the flagship, Nacro recorded two misses because 
the fragment ship commanders were apparently adjusting themselves 
rapidly to the new weapon. 

“Only 11 bombs left, Perry,” said Bell, holding up the fingers of both hands 
as an approximation. “It’s time we put out the combat robots. Surely by 
now, Marshall’s started freeing the Springers.” 

“Good,” agreed Rhodan, tapping Claudrin on the shoulder. “Commander, 
bring us in close to Panotol.” 

The combat robots were assembled in the airlocks of the THEODORICH, 
ready to make their jump. Each was equipped with a rocket launcher which 
could fire grenade-sized atom bombs. 10000 of these fighting machines 
were to attack the Posbis on the surface of Panotol. Marshall and his men 


were then to take advantage of the resulting confusion. 


Claudrin guided the giant ship with expert precision. These operations had 
become a part of his flesh and blood. By now he was more a part of the 
ship than he had ever been with the IRONDUKE or the legendary 
FANTASY. On the other hand the Epsalian did not appear to have the 
physical qualifications for such refined responses, because his powerful 
figure gave an impression of awkwardness. 


Rhodan noted that three fragment ships had taken up a pursuit of the 
THEODORICH. Claudrin was already aware of them. During the landing 
of the robots the flagship would have to hang motionless for a few 
moments, but they couldn’t risk it with the Posbis so close on their trail. 
Rhodan knew that not even Claudrin’s expertise could serve to shake off 
their pursuers long enough for the maneuver. The robots had to make their 
jumps precisely over the base, as they were programmed to begin their 
mission at once after landing. 


“They’re sticking right to our heels,” observed Bell grimly. 


The fragment ships were flying in a triangular formation which allowed 
them to continuously alter their courses. It was a maneuver that gave the 
Terrans additional difficulties in projecting the bombs. 


“Major,” Rhodan called into the microphone. “We have undesirable 
company!” 
“T’ve spotted them already, sir,” replied Nacro. 


“We have to be rid of them if it costs you your last bomb,” said Rhodan 
calmly. “It’s impossible for Claudrin to come to a holding position as long 
as we’re being followed.” 


On the viewscreen, Rhodan could see the fantastic shapes of the enemy 
ships approaching. For every Terran spaceman, those bizarre cubical forms 
were somehow anachronistic, an anathema of the void. The flash of the first 
gigaton explosion swept over the screen. It was so brilliant that all Rhodan 
could see was the energy cloud itself. 


Then two fragment ships shot through the glowing chaos of destruction, 
and the defense screens of the THEODORICH trembled under their new 
attack. Nacro’s next shot brought no success. Claudrin had to jerk the ship 
out of the line of danger. The Posbis continued stubbornly behind them, but 
Nacro’s next bomb struck home. The last fragment ship drew back, but it 
would not be long before it would return with reinforcements. 


“Now, Jefe — make it fast,” Rhodan ordered. “A short pause will have to do 
it.” 


Like a colossal shadow, the THEODORICH dropped into the atmosphere 
of the battle-ringed planet. The inertial absorbers set up a howl as the 
braking maneuver devoured enormous energies. On the viewscreen Rhodan 
discerned a yellowish brown smudge: far below — the Springer stronghold. 


“Locks open!” he commanded. He hoped that the other ships would be able 
to discharge their cargoes of fighting machines. In total, 1000 combat 
robots were to be landed. 


Claudrin’s thunderous voice boomed out. “Here we are, Chief!” 


Seconds later the great cloud of metal gladiators floated down toward the 
occupied base of the Springers. Rhodan could only hope that this new 
assistance would not arrive too late for Marshall and his men. 


*k 


John Marshall glanced beyond Tama Yokida and was shocked by surprise 
when he saw the Posbi draw back and turn to leave the room. Yokida 
interrupted his “repair” work on his companion. All of the Posbis seemed 
to be pushing hastily out of the Control Central, as if guided by a secret 
command. Still too astounded to speak, Marshall got to his feet. At the very 
moment when he had thought the Posbi was seeing through their game, this 
unhoped-for turn of events had come along. 


“What does it mean?” asked Islakker in puzzlement. 


Marshall assembled the occurrences of the past few minutes into a cohesive 
pattern. The sudden departure of the Posbis could have only one 
explanation: something more important than the TOTZTA IX had attracted 
their attention. 


It could only mean that. Rhodan’s second attack had come. Marshall was 
so relieved he could have hugged his telekinetic friend. Now the Posbis 
would have their hands full observing the Terran engagement, because 
there was always the possibility that some of the enemy would attempt to 
make a landing. 


“To the transmitter, quickly!” Marshall yelled and started to run. Only 
Islakker and two technicians remained behind to watch the power 
indicators. 

Down in the cargo hold, Dr. Bryant was just e merging from the 
transmitter, beckoning to Marshall. It meant that the transmitter had been 
attuned to the receiver on board the ALEXANDER. In this moment, 5000 
Terran warships were engaging the fragment ships in order to attract the 


Posbis’ attention to them. Now it wouldn’t be long before the first bombs 
hit the desert outside. And soon after that, the combat robots would arrive. 


“Col. Pfayl is ready and waiting,” announced Dr. Bryant. “Lifeboats and 
cruisers are standing by to transship the Springers from the ALEXANDER.” 


Marshall swiftly considered his next steps. Probably now the dome shelters 
were unguarded. The Posbis would be totally occupied setting up their 
defenses. 


“Pucky, Ras and Tako,” called Marshall. “I want you to take three other 
mutants and jump to the domes. I'll come with Pucky, Ras will take Sengu, 
and the two Japanese will jump together.” He noticed the silent Akons who 
had withdrawn from activity after setting up the transmitter. “Berhaan, you 
can escape now,” Marshall invited. 


Berhaan pointed to the technicians who were present. “When do these men 
go?” he asked calmly. 


Marshall raised his brows in surprise. “They wait,” he answered. 


Berhaan smiled. “Then we shall wait also...” 


8. 
THE GREAT DIVERSION 


The residential domes gleamed in the light of the lowering sun of Panot 
when Pucky and Marshall materialized directly in front of the entrance to 
the subterranean passage. Their surroundings seemed to be peaceful and 
deserted. Marshall peered into the open area to see if there were any Posbis 
nearby. At this moment, Tschubai and Sengu would be arriving in the 
sewer hideout where the African’s team of 9 men had been concealed. 


The time had not come yet for them to begin the liberation. It was true that 
the Posbis’ attention was being attracted by the battle in space, but they 
would immediately attack if the Springers started to leave their shelters. 
The mutants had to wait for two more planned phases of the attack: the 
bombardment of the surrounding strip of desert, and the assault of 
thousands of combat robots. 


“Let’s hope the Posbis weren’t able to retrieve the data from the memory 
banks of the TOTZTA IX,’ said Marshall. “It they succeeded, then our 
efforts are practically all for nothing.” 


Pucky would not hear of such pessimistic assumptions. “Nonsense, John!” 
he retorted impatiently. “If that were true, the Posbis would have struck 
back by now with other tactics.” 


“Nobody can predict with accuracy what a Posbi will do,’ returned 
Marshall. 


A flash of light swept across the horizon and bathed the land in brilliance. 
The two mutants tensed involuntarily. The ground rumbled as if 
subterranean forces were at work. Marshall thought he noted that the 
buildings around him trembled. 


“The bombs!” shrilled Pucky. “Our ships are bombarding the desert!” 


On the other side of the space-wharf there was another brilliant flash. A 
dull rumbling sound reverberated through the thin air. Marshall dashed out 
into the open. He saw at least 40 Posbis emerge from one of the domes. 
The bio-positronic creatures moved across the plaza with unusual speed. 
Undoubtedly their goal was the inner wharf installations. 


“They’re making a run for it!” howled Pucky, beside himself. He attempted 
to jump triumphantly into the air, but without assistance from his 


paranormal forces it failed miserably. 


They had little to tear from the bomb explosions because it had been 
planned to hit only the perimeter of the base. Marshall saw the Posbis 
disappear between the first group of factories. Apparently the bio-robots 
feared that the interior of the stronghold would soon be hit. At present, not 
a single fragment ship was on Panotol. Without exception they were 
involved in the fight with the Solar Fleet. Marshall secretly congratulated 
himself that Rhodan’s logical planning had worked out so far without a 
hitch. 


“Just look at that, John!” chirped Pucky excitedly. 


From all the dome shelters they could see from their position, Posbis were 
streaming forth. 


“What are we waiting for?” begged Pucky impatiently. 


Marshall grasped the mousebeaver’s arm to hold him. He himself burned 
with a desire to go into action, but he kept his emotions under control. 
Admittedly the Posbis had been distracted, but they were not yet under any 
immediate pressure. The telepath looked up at the empty sky. He hoped 
that the Springers wouldn’t be panicking. It would be problem enough, 
psychologically, to convince them that somebody wanted to help them. 


The frequency of the explosions dwindled rapidly. Marshall felt his tension 
rising proportionately. His mouth was dry from excitement. Apparently the 
bombarding ships were under attack and were being forced to retreat. It 
was time for the combat robots to appear. The Posbis would recover rapidly 
from the initial surprise. The mutant stared upward desperately. Could 
something have gone wrong? The majority of the robot force was to come 
from the THEODORICH. It was possible that the flagship had run into 
trouble. 


“We can’t wait any longer, John,” said Pucky. “Something hasn’t worked 
out.” 


Marshall was fully aware that he would not only be endangering his own 
men but also the lives of 9000 Springers, if he were to act now in spite of 
the absence of the combat robots. On the other hand, he couldn’t abort the 
mission when he was so close to the end. He knew that the decision was his 
alone. Now he knew what Rhodan’s moments of loneliness were when he 
was forced to make vital decisions in strategic moments. Power and 
decision-making authority could be the downfall of a responsible man if he 
took too long to act. 


There were only sporadic flashes in the desert now. The Terran ships were 


withdrawing. Marshall stared at the big open plaza as if to find an answer 
there. Pucky remained silent because he seemed to grasp the nature of the 
load his companion was carrying. A quick look at his radiation detector 
revealed to Marshall that the effects of the atom bombs were measurable 
already. In another hour the radiation would be at the maximum point of 
permissibility. 

“John!” exclaimed Pucky, pointing heavenward. 


Marshall’s head jerked back. For a moment he was blinded, but in the next 
he saw the combat robots of the Solar Fleet floating down toward Panotol. 
A strange sensation came over him. He gave Pucky’s shoulder a light 
shove. 


“The show is on, little buddy!” he said. 


They checked their weapons. Marshall advised Tschubai and Kakuta over 
his helmet radio about the arrival of the fighting machines. “The main thing 
now is to get the prisoners on the move,” he told them. “Within 30 minutes 
they will have to be through the transmitter. Our time will be measured by 
how long it will take the Posbis to shoot down 10000 combat robots.” 


According to previous experience, they knew that this would not be too 
long. Marshall grasped Pucky’s arm and nodded. In the same moment, the 
two of them vanished. 


They stormed out of the lift into the corridor as swiftly as their combat suits 
would allow. Without Marshall’s admonition, Ras Tschubai would have 
known that every minute counted now. He had to consider that many 
hundreds of Springers were located in this dome. After he had managed to 
bring them to the TOTZTA IX, with the help of the other men, there were 
still other tasks ahead of him. As leader of the largest commando group, he 
felt responsible for the largest number of domes. Besides, including himself 
and Noir and Sengu, three of this group were mutants. 


They passed locked doors but ran onward until Sengu came to a stop. The 
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“spying eye’s” paranormal senses enabled him to see through solid matter. 
“Open it!” ordered Tschubai. 

Teschmann and Hanson shot off the lock. The door sprang open. For the 
Springers, the sight of the incoming Terrans in their robot coverings must 
not have been very reassuring. Tschubai shoved himself in past Hanson. 
Tschubai was confronted by Springers who drew back and stared at him 


suspiciously. He quickly removed his camouflage and opened his helmet. 
Then he lifted his arm. 


“We are Terrans,’ he announced. “Here in the wharf area we have 
connected up the Akon transmitter so that all of you can escape to our 
ships.” 

No one answered him. It was as if the prisoners had been gripped by a 
strange paralysis. 

“You don’t have much time,” he continued swiftly. “At this moment, 
thousands of our combat robots are fighting the Posbis.” 


“Ras!” yelled Noir. 


Tschubai whirled around. The Springers pressed forward. Noir and 
Driftwood had opened fire on somebody who had apparently approached 
them in the corridor. The teleporter arrived at the door in time to see a 
Posbi melt down under the shots of Noir and Driftwood. Tschubai noted 
that Noir’s weapon hand was trembling uncertainly. Individual Posbis 
appeared to be still present in the dome. 


The teleporter turned back to the Springers who were engaged in heated 
arguments with each other. He understood them enough to deduce that they 
were divided into two camps. One faction wanted to follow the Terrans 
whereas the other side insisted on staying in the shelter. 


Tschubai charged the loudest of them and grasped him by the collar. His 
black face was grim with anger. “Do you think we’re risking our lives to 
listen to senseless discussions around here?” he shouted. “Either you follow 
us now to the transmitter or you’ ll die. The station will be blown up.” 


The Springer looked at him hatefully. With a violent movement he broke 
loose from Tschubai’s grip. “We don’t want to go from one prison to 
another,” he growled. “So far nothing’s happened to us here. And the 
Terrans are the only ones throwing bombs.” 


The long habit of stubborn greed had robbed these people of their reason. 
“We have to blow up the wharf installations,” said Tschubai urgently. “So 
take your choice — it’s up to you.” 

A group of 30 young men pressed forward to Tschubai. They all looked 
determined. The African waited for them to speak. 

“We'll follow you,” said a spokesman of the group. 


As though reacting to some secret signal, all the Springers started shouting 
at each other. Each of them seemed to want to outdo the other. Tschubai 
witnessed all this confusion in alarm. If he didn’t succeed quickly in 


mastering the situation it would be too late. Some of the older Traders had 
rushed at the younger men. The first blows were exchanged. Customarily 
the young men had always respected the dignity of the old men, but this 
was a special case. 


Tschubai raised his weapon and fired a shot over their heads. “This won’t 
work,” he said. “We’ll put it to a vote. Try to act like reasonable men. Your 
behavior is unworthy of your people.” 


These words did not fail to have their effect. The teleporter had touched 
their most sensitive spot: their racial pride. “Those in favor of escaping 
through the transmitter, raise your arms,” he commanded. 


There was no need to poll the opposition. An overwhelming majority had 
decided on freedom. Tschubai gave orders to Norton and Sengu to take the 
group of almost 800 Springers out of the dome and lead them to the 
transmitter. 


There was still much work for him and his companions to accomplish. 
When they came out of the shelter the battle between the Posbis and the 
combat robots was in full swing. Large groups of Springers were streaming 
out of the airlock of the dome. Wuriu and Norton placed themselves at the 
head of the throng. Ras Tschubai noted that Springers were also emerging 
from other shelters. Either they were fleeing on their own recognizance, or 
Marshall and Kakuta were already at work. 
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By the time Perry Rhodan gave the order to retreat, over one third of the 
ships engaged had been severely hit. Part of these had to be abandoned by 
their crews, who had been picked up by other ships. However, help had 
come too late for many of the men. The space battle around Panotol had 
cost the Solar Imperium thousands of its finest sons. And it was still not 
certain whether or not this sacrifice had been in vain. 


The Terran ships withdrew into the protection of the libration zone while 
the fragment ships hurtled aggressively through space in search of new 
opponents. At least 28 fragment ships had been destroyed with the help of 
the fictive transmitter. The number of enemy vessels shot down by the 
other Terran ships was not certain, but Rhodan didn’t believe they 
amounted to more than a dozen. 


He ordered Claudrin to fly to the ALEXANDER. He wanted to be there 


when the first Springers walked out of the great red energy arc of the 
transmitter. And he wanted to shake the hands of the 50 members of the 


commando team. 


At the present moment he knew that a heavy battle must be raging in the 
space-wharf area. The rocket launchers of the combat robots would be 
giving the Posbis a lot to cope with. Meanwhile, Atlan separated his 
smaller fleet from the Terran forces. The Imperator’s task had been 
completed. By comparison, the greater percentage of losses had been 
suffered by the Arkonide robot ships. Atlan’s assumption that the Posbis 
would not attack any robot ship had not proved to be valid. It seemed that 
the Posbis had some kind of sixth sense that enabled them to differentiate 
quite accurately between friend and foe. 
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At the airlock exit of the TOTZTA IX, Cliff Atkins scanned the great hall 
that housed the derelict. He noted that the conveyor belts and assembly 
cranes had come to a standstill. Not a single Posbi or Springer robot was to 
be seen. Atkins came out of the lock and looked about him cautiously. The 
sounds of fighting came to him from the outside. 


Here he could risk using his suit’s propulsion to reach the hall’s entrance. 
He landed safely before the small airlock and went through it. Once in the 
open, he activated his deflector in order not to be seen. Until now they had 
all avoided using this device because the Posbis would have become 
suspicious had they detected its energy emanations. However, at present 
the bio-positronic monstrosities were fully occupied with fending off the 
onslaughts of thousands of combat robots. 


From his position, Atkins could see between two of the great factory 
buildings. In the narrow space between the structures, three Posbis had 
taken a stand and were bitterly resisting the attack of a group of fighting 
machines. Even a man like Atkins, with little military experience, could 
recognize the fact that the combat robots of the Solar Fleet were in trouble. 
Their defense screens were not adequate to protect them from the enemy’s 
weapons, and they couldn’t do serious damage to the Posbis when they 
themselves were suffering continuous losses. 


The conflict had spread throughout the entire base, but this was to the 
Terrans’ advantage. It forced the Posbis to scatter their forces. However, it 
would probably not be long before they would start calling for 
reinforcements from their ships. 


In Atkins’ immediate vicinity a Terran robot’s defense screen collapsed 
under fire. The beam sliced the machine in two, just above its torso linkage, 


and it crashed to the ground. Atkins saw the Posbi who had fired the shot 
rush into the alleyway to support his companions. The technician drew his 
weapon and fired at him. In the same instant he regretted his mistake. He 
hastily turned on his defense screen although the Posbi couldn’t see him. 


The grotesque creature came to a stop. Atkins realized that he hadn’t even 
hit him yet. He drew back slowly until his back was against the outer door 
of the factory airlock. Evidently the Posbi was looking for invisible snipers. 
Atkins cursed his rash hastiness. He shouldn’t have drawn the Posbi’s 
attention to this particular building. If the enemy got the idea of searching 
the TOTZTA IX for their opponents, the whole project would be at an end. 


He had to do something quickly to distract the creature. Without hesitation 
he turned on his propulsion unit and maneuver his flight so that he landed 
on the roof of the building opposite him. From that position the weird 
creature below was much less of a threat. Atkins raised his weapon and 
fired. The Posbi fell, bathed in a sudden fluorescence of energy, but his 
screen held. Atkins ran over to the other side of the roof. 


From here he had a splendid view of almost the entire space-wharf area. 
Everywhere there were flashes from weapons and a number of the factory 
buildings were in flames. He turned to look in the direction of the 
residential domes. 


Then he saw them coming! 


Three great, gray serpentine masses — thousands of Springers pressing 
toward the center of the base. From Atkins’ position, he couldn’t make out 
any details, but one thing was certain: the prisoners were moving very 
swiftly. It would not take them long to reach their goal. 

In the vicinity of the building that housed the wrecked ship, there was still 
fighting in progress between the Posbis and the combat robots. Atkins 
turned on his propulsion engine and glided from the roof. As fast as he 
could, he returned to the TOTZTA IX. 

The Terran technicians were engaged in a lively discussion with the 
scientists from the Blue System. When Atkins stormed into the cargo hold, 
he forgot that his deflector made him invisible to their eyes. 


All he could think of was to shout: “They’re coming! They’re coming!” 
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Project Liberation had begun on the 31st of January of 2113. It ended on 
the same day. Later it was determined that the battle of Panotol had cost the 


Solar Imperium 1236 ships, including 48 Arkonide robot warships. To this 
was added the loss of almost 10000 highly valuable combat robots. 
However, all this was heavily outweighed by the loss of human lives. 


But John Marshall and Pucky knew nothing of such statistics yet as they 
hurried toward the industrial center of the stronghold at the head of 1400 
liberated prisoners. Now and then, Pucky would go ahead a hundred meters 
or so to advise Marshall in case any Posbis should appear. Naturally it was 
an impossibility to quickly bring over 1000 Springers into hiding, but 
Marshall wanted to insure himself against surprises. 

Thus, the mousebeaver was the first to reach the factory building. He sent a 
telepathic warning: “John, on the other side — more than 20 of our robots 
are fighting with 7 Posbis. We have to get past the building on the right 
side.” 


Marshall guided the Springers in the indicated direction. Sooner or later the 
Posbis would determine what was going on here, he thought. By this time a 
goodly number of the Springers must have vanished from the planet, but 
there was no doubt that the Posbis would immediately attack the TOTZTA 
IX with all their forces, once they grasped the nature of the Terrans’ 
diversionary maneuver. 


Marshall was also thinking anxiously about the other prisoners. At this 
moment, more than 6 times this many Springers were en route to the 
derelict. He spurred the men behind him to a greater speed and they soon 
reached the first factory building. Pucky stood at the other end and 
beckoned with his short little arms. 


Then the mousebeaver suddenly dematerialized. Marshall stopped in 
vexation. What was the little runt trying to do? Hopefully he had not gotten 
the idea to start one of his infamous little side tours. 


Marshall led the Springers onward slowly until he reached the other end of 
the building. Signaling them to halt, he peered cautiously around the 
corner. 10 Terran robots had encircled 2 Posbis but had not yet been able to 
destroy them. The Posbis eliminated one after the other, but for Marshall it 
was going too fast to be attributed to just these two alien opponents alone. 
Then he understood the significance of Pucky’s disappearance. The 
mousebeaver was accelerating the destruction of the 10 fighting machines, 
in order to get the Posbis away from here. 


Marshall’s initial anger subsided. Pucky had done the only thing possible. 
They had to cross this open area and they couldn’t have done it without 
being seen by the Posbis. Hardly had the combat robots been eliminated 


before the two Posbis rushed away to take part in the fighting elsewhere. 


Pucky materialized on the other side in the shadow of a long building 
complex. “All clear, John,’ came his shrill voice over the helmet radio. 
“You can bring them across now.” 


With relief, Marshall ordered the Springers to proceed. The prisoners had 
long since grasped the nature of the operation. Their inborn craftiness and 
their gift for taking advantage of situations were of great usefulness at the 
moment. The Traders now kept themselves disciplined. Without being 
ordered to do so, they took their own precautions against being discovered. 
The long experience of their race over thousands of years in regard to such 
matters had made itself apparent. 


Marshall would have never believed that 1400 men could move so quickly 
across that open area. Even Pucky smiled with satisfaction, although he 
was not one to openly acknowledge the feats of others. The mousebeaver 
led them safely past the various buildings, always taking care to skirt any 
areas where the fighting was going on. 


Marshall looked at his watch. So far they had delayed 15 minutes longer 
than the planned schedule called for. By now, Rhodan would have 
withdrawn his ships. In a short while the first of the returning fragment 
ships would be landing on Panotol. 


The prisoners converged on the center of the stronghold from five 
directions. The largest group was led by Tako Kakuta and Tama Yokida. 
They had almost 3000 Springers behind them. From the beginning, Kakuta 
had been convinced that such large masses of men could not be brought to 
their destination without being observed. Therefore he had decided to 
sacrifice every precaution in favor of a fast and direct approach. When they 
had traversed the area between the domes and the industrial center, Kakuta 
gave an order that they should not allow any side incidents to hold them up. 
They were to keep on going. The teleporter had no clear conception of how 
the Posbis might be doing in their fight against the combat robots, but he 
counted on their being fully occupied. 


At first they were lucky, thanks to the Terran fighting machines. Without 
encountering any resistance, they penetrated the central area. On the basis 
of their programming, the combat robots always attempted to draw the 
battle into isolated places. The Posbis misunderstood this strategy, failing 
to see its diversionary value. For them it meant that the enemy robot troops 


were trying to entrench themselves. 


Kakuta was instinctively urging himself to greater speed when he suddenly 
felt Yokida grasp his arm. 


“Over there!” exclaimed the telekinetic mutant. 


Kakuta stopped and looked around. They were now under a shed roof that 
joined two factory buildings together. Alongside one of the buildings a 
broad street led further into the space-wharf. Behind a bordering wall along 
this avenue they could see the low domes of the underground storage 
rooms — also a group of Posbis who were presently in the process of 
climbing over it. 


The teleporter drew his heavy energy rifle. 
“There are exactly 18 of them,” reported Yokida grimly. 


Despite himself, Kakuta felt a weakness in his legs. Without the 3000 
prisoners he and Yokida could have easily eluded the enemy, but the 
Springers would not be able to get away fast enough. 


“We have to keep going,” ordered Kakuta. 


The Posbis were obviously startled to see their erstwhile captives marching 
along, all dressed in pressure suits. They were so surprised that at first they 
seemed incapable of any reaction. The two Japanese opened fire 
simultaneously as the Springers streamed on past them. 


“We'll hold them off!” Kakuta yelled to them. “Hurry up and get to the 
transmitter!” 


By now the Posbis had recovered from their initial shock and were 
answering with counterfire. Yokida put his telekinetic powers to work and 
tossed a Posbi into the air, after which he mercilessly allowed him to 
shatter against the ground. Kakuta made a short teleport jump that placed 
him behind the enemy, where he opened fire on them at once. 


The Posbis saw themselves confronted by an incomprehensible fighting 
tactic. Before they could adjust themselves to the teleporter’s change of 
position, the latter was already on one of the roofs and firing at them again. 
Meanwhile, Yokida’s defense screen threatened to collapse under a direct 
hit. He took three jumps to find cover. 


Up on the roof, Kakuta saw to his great relief that 50 combat robots were 
approaching rapidly. They were pursued by more than 20 Posbis, but as 
machines they knew no fear. When they detected the remaining 10 Posbis 
ahead of them, they immediately put their rocket launchers to use. Kakuta 
teleported down to Yokida. 


“Quickly!” he exclaimed. “After the Springers!” 


Yokida grasped him firmly and Kakuta prepared for a jump. When they 
materialized amidst the throng of prisoners they saw that they had come 
within 200 meters of the TOTZTA IX. And still the Posbis had not 
discovered what was going on inside the base. 


No special clairvoyant insight was needed to realize that the number of 
combat robots was dwindling rapidly. Atkins and Dr. Bryant were aware of 
this as they stood in front of the airlock of the repair hall and waited for the 
first contingent of Springers. They could tell by the lessening intensity of 
the weapon flashes and explosions. Little by little the robots of the Solar 
Fleet were being pressed back and obliterated. 


With a sigh of relief, Atkins saw the first Springers approaching. At their 
head he recognized the two leaders in spite of their robot camouflages and 
combat suits. Judging by their meagre stature, they had to be the two 
Japanese mutants. 


Atkins and Dr. Bryant hurried the Springers on into the hall while the 
mutants turned back at once to support the other groups. Within a short 
time, the cargo hold of the TOTZTA IX was filled with the captives, who 
hastily entered the transmitter. 


By the time that half of the Galactic Traders had fled through the 
transmitter, Van Moders’ theory was verified. He had warned that the 
Posbis were fast to learn. The bio-positronic robots had now grasped the 
import of the action. While a part of their forces held off the Terran combat 
robots, the others concentrated their attack on the TOTZTA IX. 


9. 
ONE DARK QUESTION 


Standing beside Perry Rhodan, Col. Pfayl saw the first of the Springers 
come through the arc gate of the transmitter. He did not have to look at the 
Administrator to know that he shared his relief. But the vanguard of the 
Springers had stopped to look around them suspiciously, and the colonel 
could allow no slowdown to occur. 


“Keep on going to the locks,” he ordered. 


A bearded patriarch glared at him scornfully. “I take no orders!” he 
shouted. “Now I’m on board a Terran ship and I demand all my rights!” 


Pfayl felt a rush of blood to his head. After they had freed this character, he 
was incredibly insolent. He cast a glance at Rhodan. Then he answered: 
“Right is what we will have, sir.” 


Rhodan held him off with a movement of his hand and turned to the 
Springer. “You have the right to simply stand there with your men, until 
those who follow you have been trampled to death,” he said calmly. 


For a brief moment it looked as if the patriarch was about to throw himself 
at Rhodan. Pfayl had already grasped his weapon. But then, against 
expectations, the rebellious man went onward quietly and allowed himself 
to be shown the way to the airlock. Lifeboats were already standing by for 
the fugitives, ready to take them to other cruisers. The ALEXANDER could 
not accommodate all of the prisoners. 


The first Terran out of the transmitter was Bert Islakker. He removed his 
camouflage and opened his helmet. “The Posbis are attacking the Springer 
ship, sir,” he reported to Rhodan. “We have formed a defense ring around 
the wreck so that the last of the Springers can get here.” 


An endless stream of men flowed out of the transmitter. With exemplary 
thoroughness, Pfayl had organized the transshipment of the prisoners. Their 
transference into the lifeboats worked out very smoothly. 

“Do you think the men will make it?” Rhodan asked the technician. 

“T’m convinced of it, sir,’ responded Islakker. Rhodan could see that he 
would have been glad to go back, but at the moment the flight of the 
Springers was more important. 


After three minutes another Terran appeared. It was Hanson, who had 


received a bad wound near his shoulder. Pale but composed, he permitted 
himself to be led away to the ship’s emergency clinic. According to his 
report, the Posbis were closing in on the wreck. 


“Let’s hope they hold out, sir,” said Col. Pfayl. 


At present, Rhodan could do nothing to help his men. They would have to 
master the situation alone. If the Posbis should succeed in capturing a 
single Terran or Springer, everything would be in vain. That the Posbis 
might have retrieved valuable data from the TOTZTA IX’s positronicon 
already was a possibility that Rhodan didn’t dare to think about. 
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The Terrans’ masquerade had been of no avail. The Posbis had seen 
through the trick. While the last of the Springers disappeared into the ship, 
the creatures from the fragment ships concentrated everything they had in 
an attempt to penetrate the derelict. Under the fury of the attack, the 
building seemed to tremble. The mutants and transmitter technicians had 
closed ranks around the airlock in order to cover the flight of the last 
Springers. The teleporters were the most effective as they repeatedly made 
quick jumps to the rear of the Posbis and opened fire on them. 


This forced the enemy to also guard his rear flank. Pucky and Yokida used 
their telekinetic powers in unison to cause the heavy assembly crane to 
crash down on the Posbis. Now it lay there completely destroyed, but it 
formed a protective bulwark in front of the derelict. 


John Marshall led the defensive attack. Two more technicians had been 
sent with serious wounds into the transmitter. A number of Springers had 
lost their lives under the energy beams of the Posbis. Others were plucked 
from the factory entrance by the teleporters because they hadn’t dared to 
push through the battle zone in front of the ship. 


In a state of near exhaustion, Marshall looked at the shattered crane. He 
knew now that Project Liberation could be terminated successfully. During 
the short time required for them to rescue the last of the Springers, the 
Posbis would not be able to reach the transmitter. 


When he saw Driftwood come hobbling out of the ruins of the crane, he 
immediately sent the wounded man into the ship. The last group of 
Springers charged swiftly toward the airlock entrance of the vessel. No 
more Terran robots had appeared on the scene, as apparently the Posbis had 
destroyed them all. The advance flank of the Posbis had now managed to 
work forward to the crane itself. But Marshall’s commands were now calm 


and succinct. He ordered all remaining technicians into the ship. The 
mutants were the only ones left outside to offer resistance to the enemy. 


Pucky materialized next to Marshall. The mousebeaver had contributed an 
almost superhuman effort to the operation. He sounded exhausted. “We 
can’t hold them off any longer, John.” 


Marshall made sure that the last of the technicians had left their positions. 
Only Atkins still stood in the open airlock of the ship, as if to prove that he 
was no less courageous than the mutants. Noir and Sengu hurried into the 
lock. Four Posbis were climbing over the crane wreckage. Behind them 
pressed still others. Apparently they were pushing forward now without 
regard for their “lives.” 


“ll bring up the rear,” offered Pucky. 


Marshall, Kakuta and Tschubai ran inside the ship. The mousebeaver 
stepped into the lock and used his telekinesis to close the outer hatch. They 
had eluded the enemy. Only Dr. Bryant and Berhaan were still in the cargo 
hold. Pucky materialized directly in front of the transmitter’s entrance. 


“What are we still waiting for?” he asked cheerfully. 
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Perry Rhodan pointed to the two super bombs which two crew members of 
the ALEXANDER had placed in the transmitter. He patted Pucky lightly on 
the shoulder. “Now don’t try any of your tricks, little fellow,” he warned 
him. “You will ignite the bombs — that’s all. Then come back here at once.” 


Pucky waddled through the arc gate of the transmitter. When he emerged in 
the cargo hold of the TOTZTA IX, there were still no Posbis to be seen. 
Probably they were trying to make a forced opening of the outer lock. 
Pucky looked at the bombs pensively. These would bring the stronghold to 
its final destruction. The TOTZTA IX would be ripped asunder, along with 
the Posbis who were trying to get in. Then no one could ever extract any 
data from the ship’s memory banks. Since the Springers had been rescued, 
the Posbis attempts to assimilate their mentalities had also been thwarted. 


Pucky ignited the bombs and returned through the transmitter. Once on 
board the ALEXANDER, he watched while the Akons disconnected the 
transceiver end of the installation. 

Rhodan called the mutants together, prepared to return with them to the 
THEODORICH. Operation Liberation had been concluded successfully. 50 
commandos had placed their lives on the line to ensure that not a single 


Springer would remain a captive of the Posbis. The enemy had failed to 
obtain any vital information from the Galactic Traders. But in everyone’s 
minds lingered the one dark question as to whether or not the Posbis had 
already succeeded in retrieving critical data from the positronicon. 


As Rhodan withdrew his ship into the intercosmic void, he knew that only 
the future would tell how much the enemy knew. No one could ever be sure 
of what the Posbis might do next. 


THE END 


In support of the Terran policy that no members of a galactic civilization 
Should fall into the hands of the marauders from the intercosmic void. 
Perry Rhodan had launched the mission: ROBOTS, BOMBS AND 
MUTANTS. 

The next mission of the spacemen of the Solar Imperium is also against the 
Posbis — and against THE GUNS OF EVERBLACK. This is the title of 
the next Perry Rhodan adventure — another first-class novel by K. H. 
Scheer. 


